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DePue: Today is Thursday, June 12, 2014. This is Mark DePue, director of oral 

history at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. And today Iôm sitting 

across the table again from Gov. Jim Thompson. Good morning, Governor. 

Thompson: Good morning, Mark. 

DePue: Probably should explain what happened yesterday. There was an equipment 

malfunction, that I probably helped precipitate, but we were at a pretty logical 

place to break for the day. 

Thompson: I think so. 

DePue: But what I wanted to start with today is the relationship that you and Jayne 

had those last few years in the U.S. attorneyôs office. 

Thompson: What do you mean? 

DePue: I know that as you got towards the point where you were going to be running 

for governor, at least the impression I have is, the relationship got a little bit 

more serious. 

Thompson: It should have been, it was almost nine years! (laughs) And I wouldnôt be 

surprised if Jayne was thinking, What the hell? How long is this Act One 
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going to go on? Let me put it this way, once I decided to run for governor, I 

couldnôt imagine doing it without her. I mean, it requiresðas I learned, but I 

also suspectedðevery strength you have, and the ability to go out across the 

state, much of which was new to me. I knew Chicago, but thatôs about it. So I 

was a rookie with regard to knowledge of the state of Illinois, beyond 

Chicago. And I think part of the strength that you have to have to do that 

comes from having strength at home, and having a reliance at home, and 

having somebody to turn to on a regular basis in your personal life to sustain 

you, to get up in the morning and go out the next day. And we had been going 

together long enough, that I thought, Itôs time. I needed to get off the dime. 

(laughs) So I did. 

 We were having a party at my house for a group of friends, and I was 

feeling poorly; my back was out. We were sitting there in the living room 

before the guests were to come, and I said something like, ñThis is crazy. We 

ought to get married, donôt you think?ò And she said, ñYes!ò I said, ñWell, 

good. So weôre going to do it.ò When all the guests arrived, I said something, 

like, ñWell, Iôve got an announcement to make. We believe that two can live 

as cheaply as one, so weôre going to try.ò I think Jayne said something like, 

ñLiving with you is never going to be cheap!ò (laughter) And then, of course, 

everybody at the party went, ñOh, oh, God, theyôre going to get married! Oh!ò 

DePue: She was right about her 

comment. 

Thompson: She was right about that! 

(laughs) 

DePue: This happened in April, was 

it? 

Thompson: May. 

DePue: May? 

Thompson: Yeah, my birthday, May 8th. 

DePue: Of 1976? 

Thompson: Seventy-six, right. So then, 

the next day, the press had it. 

I mean, as soon as my press 

secretary knew, then the 

world knew, of course. The 

Tribune, I think, came over to 

take a picture of us sitting on the back steps of my house. She was young and 

beautiful, and I was skinny and had hair. (laughter) Maybe the best picture 

ever taken. 
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DePue: Well, Governor, can you blame the political cynics out there who accused 

you, probably, that this was all part of a political calculation? 

Thompson: Look, I have discovered, in fifty-five years of public life, that there are a lot of 

people out there. Some of them are cynics, and a small subset of them are 

simply looking for whatever political advantage they think they can get when 

itôs got to do with another public figure, or whatever partisan advantage they 

think they can get in dealing with another public figure. Thereôs no way I can 

control that. I mean, theyôve said that not only about my getting married, but 

about my dog on the campaign trail, and about the birth of Samantha.1 

You know, Iôve had that said about every good thing thatôs happened 

to me in my life since then. Somebody will be able to turn it to a political 

advantage, or theyôll say, as they used to say when I was governor, ñWell, 

heôs just lucky.ò I couldnôt take that anymoreða reporter would say it, a 

political opponent would say itðto which I finally decided, Iôm going to take 

that one head on, and Iôd just say, ñWell, would you like to have a lucky 

governor or an unlucky governor?ò I once said that, I think, to 

Charlie Wheeler, or somebody like that, when I had a press conference on the 

budget. And he was sort of exasperated by my answers, and he said, ñWell, 

youôre just lucky!ò Thatôs when I said that. And I thought, Okay, you know, if 

thatôs going to be the claim sometimes, thatôs going to be the answer. 

 

 If youôve been in this business for fifty-five years, which I haveðeven 

before politics, as an assistant stateôs attorney, which is a public figure whose 

name and exploits get in the newspaperðover the years, Iôve seen it all, Iôve 

got to say. Not only in my campaigns, but in the campaigns of others. People 

who donôt have good answers or good motives will always find something to 

say. I donôt pay attention to it. 

DePue: I donôt want to get too much into the details right now, but do you think 

getting married in the midst of the campaign helped? 

Thompson: I donôt know, I suppose you could say that, because people sometimes look 

for an idealized sort of candidate: married, two and a half children, one dog, 

one house, sunny dispositionðyou know, you can go on forever with this. I 

donôt think it played that big a part. Frankly, I think the birth of Samantha was 

a bigger event, simply because people adore children. And because Jayne was 

publicly pregnant and would be with me at events, she became, in the eyes of 

some, the ñstateôs baby.ò Whenever Jayne heard that, she would just get 

inwardly furious, the ñstateôs baby.ò 

She was with me one time at a reception. I think it was in Lincoln. She 

and I were standing in the receiving line, shaking hands at this event. And a 

 
1 For example, see Michael Bakalis, interview by Mark DePue, June 10, 2014, and David Gilbert, interview by 

Mark DePue, March 27, 2014. 
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woman came over with a chair, and said to Jayne, ñYou really need to sit 

down.ò And Jayne said, ñWhy?ò And she said, ñWell, youôre carrying the 

stateôs baby!ò Well now, imagine how that went over, how it would go over 

with any potential mother, right? The stateôs baby, indeed. 

In ô78, when Jayne was pregnant, and eventually when Samantha was 

born, people in the state, a lot of them, attached their own notions to the 

pregnancy. And they werenôt political, they were possessive. Itôs like one 

time, before she was pregnant, she was standing in a receiving line, and this 

woman came up to her and said, in all seriousness, ñI hope you get hit by a 

truck.ò Jayne said, ñWhat? Why would you say that?ò And the woman said, 

ñBecause Iôd marry your husband.ò So, you know, there are some kooks out 

there, okay; we donôt know how many, but they seem to be in the public 

spotlight every once in a while.2 

But as far as the baby is concerned, people just had a romantic 

attachment to the idea of the pregnancy and the idea of a baby born to a 

governor and his wife. Youôve got to remember, the last time it happened in 

Illinois was 1909, Bina Deneen; who, incidentally, was still alive when 

Samantha was born, and sent Samantha a double silver picture frame with 

Bina Deneenôs baby picture on one side and blank on the other, for 

Samanthaôs picture to go in. And we put Samanthaôs picture in and had that 

on display in the mansion. So it was a signal event. I mean, it was almost 

seventy years between gubernatorial babies. Most governors, who were much 

older than I was, had adult children or had no children. So this was a big deal 

to some people. And they didnôt take a cynical note of it, they took a sharing 

note of it. They wanted to be part of what was happening. People like babies, 

and here was a chance to like a baby that was going to be different from any 

baby in the state, right? When Samantha was born, people just flooded us with 

homemade gifts. They knitted sweaters, they drew paintings; they did all sorts 

of things. Toys piled up in the mansion. For a lot of people in Illinois, it was 

kind of a joyous thing, as it was for us. And so that was an event that was 

shared. 

I discovered early what I think are the important values in politics; 

one, people want the traditional candidate to be smart, honest, open, 

forthright, and to have good ideas, most of which a voter shares. Thatôs the 

bottom line. But voters are smart enough to know that theyôre not going to 

agree with a candidate on everything. And the fact that they donôt agree with a 

candidate on everything is not going to pull away their vote, because they 

know, as a matter of common sense, that they donôt agree with their spouses 

on everything, they donôt agree with their relatives on everything, they donôt 

agree with the people in their office on everything. So thatôs not the issue, that 

 
2 Thompsonôs daughter also mentioned this moment. Samantha Thompson, interview by Mike Czaplicki, April 

4, 2014. For another example of how politics ñcan come back on the family,ò including a threat against his son, 

see Jim Edgar, interview by Mark DePue, June 15, 2009, Volume II: 371-372. 
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you agree with a candidate on every issue. And theyôre also smart enough to 

know, and I always tell them, that there are going to be issues after Iôm 

elected that we donôt even know about now, and what they want is a candidate 

who they think will do the right thing, whatever the right thing is. Thatôs what 

theyôre looking for. 

Now, how do you move from that, Iôll call it political calculation, to 

voter identification? I think just as important as being married, or having a 

baby, or all these other things, Iôll give you what I thought were my 

advantages. First, I was tall, okay? Tall people command more attention than 

short people. Thatôs just a fact of life. Think about your own personal life, the 

people you know; the tall person always attracts more attention. And even 

unspoken qualities are ascribed to tall people. So what was my political 

nickname from the beginning? Big Jim. Theyôre not going to elect a candidate 

called Little Jim, or Short Jim, but Big Jim. 

DePue: Which is probably why Governor Edgar didnôt appreciate being called Little 

Jim, because he wasnôt, necessarily. 

zThompson: Right, he wasnôt. But the press fastened that nickname on me, itôs not 

something we came up with. But the minute they did, I saw the political 

advantages of that, and so we had a lot of buttons out there with ñBig Jimò on 

it. And the more the press used it, the more we used itðbumper stickers, 

buttons, t-shirts. Thatôs number one, tall. Number two, I had put crooks in jail. 

People are all for that! Thatôs not why I did it, it was my job at the time. But 

the aura of that carried with me into the campaign, because 

thatôs when people downstate, who didnôt know me, started 

hearing about me. Thatôs what they thought of first. They 

didnôt think, Oh, this guyôs from Chicago, they thought, Oh, 

heôs that guy from Chicago who put crooks in jail. 

 

 I think I speak plainly, and they like that. When I went downstate with 

some depth, and repeatedlyðI have this natural inclination to sort of adopt 

what Iôm hearing. So the further south I got in Illinois, the more my voice 

took on the lilt and the cadence of how people in southern Illinois spoke. And 

it wasnôt something that was forced, it wasnôt something that was planned, or 

sometimes it wasnôt even something I was aware of, I just picked it up 

naturally, by being immersed in people who were speaking like that. In fact, 

one night, I remember coming home after two days in southern Illinois and 

coming into the house and starting to talk to my wife about the trip, and she 

said, ñWait a minute, wait a minute, would you stop speaking Southern? I 

canôt understand you!ò I said, ñSorry, Iôlléò But thatôs what happened to me. 

So what that says to people, unspoken, down in those regions, where I was 

picking up their way of speaking was, that I was an empathetic person.3 

 
3 At least once, Thompson caused some controversy with this trait. See Edgar, June 15, 2009, Volume II: 379, 

and Vernon Jarrett, ñThompson Ainôt Got No Rhythm,ò Chicago Tribune, October 22, 1982. 
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 When we were campaigning one day in southern Illinoisðwell, not 

really southern Illinois, almost southern Illinois, around the suburbs of St. 

Louisðwe were on this street in this small town, and there was this eighteen-

year-old kid sitting there in his convertible, and he had seven Irish Setter 

puppies in the back seat. He was selling them, and my eyes bugged out. I had 

always wanted an Irish Setter. But I had no business buying a dog. I mean, I 

was campaigning all over the state of Illinois. Jayne was working back in 

Chicago, supporting us, since I didnôt have a job after a while in that 

campaign. She had no way to take care of a dog. But I justé So I bought the 

puppy. 

There was a grocery store across the street, and we went over and we 

bought a leash and a bowl and some dog food. And from that day on, not all 

of the time, but part of the time, the dog was with me on the campaign trail. 

Because there was no other place to put him, frankly. He couldnôt be at home 

in Chicago, Jayne worked. Youôre not going to put a puppy all day by himself 

in a Chicago apartment. He came with me. And at least I had staff and people 

with me that we could share the duties. But then I noticed that he attracted 

people. People were more interesting in seeing him than they were seeing 

me!4 

  

 
4 Thompson on the campaign trail with Guv. Unknown date, but Wolk Camera developed the film for 

Thompsonôs press secretary, Dave Gilbert, on August 30, 1976. Thompson Office Files. 
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So we go along, and one day, Mike Howlett says, ñAnd Thompson, 

heôs dragging that poor dog around the state with him.ò And I thought to 

myself, Oh, Mike, you shouldnôt have said that, you really shouldnôt have said 

that. So we were at some kind of campaign event or meeting that night, in 

southern Illinois, and when I got through with my speech, I said, ñNow, my 

opponent says that Iôm ódraggingô my poor southern Illinois bird dog around 

the state.ò I said, ñWell, heôs here tonight, and heôs going to be right over 

there. So now you got a choice. You can come up and shake hands with me, 

or you can go over and see the dog. Itôs up to you.ò And of course, they all 

went over to see the dog, this southern Illinois bird dogðalthough an Irish 

Setter is not really a southern Illinois bird dog, but close. And poor Howlett, 

what was he going to say after that? So he stopped saying that. 

DePue: What did you name the dog? 

Thompson: Guv! 

DePue: Why? 

Thompson: I donôt know, it just seemed natural. It seemed natural. 

DePue: And did you anticipate then, too, that youôd get the challenges from the 

opposite camp about why you got the dog? 

Thompson: Oh, no. The only time I heard that was from Howlett criticizing me, see, and 

what I said after that just shut him up, so it wasnôt a factor after that. 

DePue: How about being young? 

Thompson: I thought that was good. We can get to it later, the relationship between me 

and Mike Howlett, but he was a dear friend, and very helpful to me. But he 

was an older, heavier, old-style politician. I was a young, tall prosecutor. The 

contrast in looks and style couldnôt have been greater.5 And I think that played 

an important part of it too. What youôre looking for in politics is a means of 

identifying with voters. You want to make them feel comfortable with you. If 

theyôre comfortable with you, thereôs a basis for at least beginning trust of 

you. And if thereôs a trust of you, thereôs a willingness to listen to you. And it 

goes on from there. 

I got attacked by Howlett for wearing Levis and boots to county fairs. 

Well, the answer to thatôs very simple: thatôs what people wear to county 

fairs. They donôt wear three-piece suits with wingtips, which is what Howlett 

was wearing to county fairs and watching where he walked. I mean, Iôd wear 

that to county fairs if I wasnôt running for public office. But it sure didnôt hurt 

 
5 Thompsonôs press secretary recalled the campaign had prepared a door hanger with a profile photo of Howlett 

and Daley, which emphasized ñhis jowls hanging down.ò David Gilbert, interview by Mark DePue, March 14, 

2014. 
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me when he started the comparison on that basis. People would say, ñWhatôs 

he talking about? I was at the county fair this morning, thatôs what I wore!ò So 

the more you can identify with the voter, in every aspect, without forcing it, 

without doing it as a gameé Because youôre going to start with some basis, 

like being tall. I canôt help that, Iôm tall. So when I walk into a room, I look 

more commanding than the shorter, heavier, old-time guy, right? When we 

appear together at debates, people can see the difference between us. 

DePue: How would you respond, though, to the aura that Richard J. Daley had? 

Because he didnôt have the things that youôre talking about. 

Thompson: Yeah, but he didnôt have any opponents, either. Whatôs the basic rule of 

politics? Compared to who? The only time Daley came close in a mayoralty 

race was against Robert Merriam, an alderman in Chicago.6 But as Chicago 

became more Democratic and what Republicans there were in Chicago moved 

to the suburbs, Daley had no serious opposition, so the contrast didnôt hurt 

him. And the contrast between me and Howlett was huge. Nevertheless, the 

press for most of the campaign thought that Howlett was going to win, simply 

because they thought he was the most popular politician in the state of Illinois. 

He had been secretary of state for a long time; everybody in the state had his 

name in their wallet, right? Itôs sort of like the secretary of state today: God, 

heôll be elected even after heôs dead! 

DePue: Because even kids know who the secretary of state is: heôs the guy who gives 

them their license. 

Thompson: Yeah. So everybody thought I was going to lose. And when the first polls 

came out in August, they were shocked. Shocked! But I didnôt think I was 

going to lose. 

DePue: Governor, if you donôt mind, Iôm going to pull you back to 1975. 

Thompson: Okay. (laughs) Sorry! 

DePue: But this has been illuminating to get your philosophy of running for office. 

Thompson: Look, itôs simple. It applies to other parts of life too, you know? Go apply for 

a job somewhere? You want to have these attributes. 

DePue: Letôs get back to Jayne and a very quick question on that respect. She was a 

successful lawyer in her own right, very successful. 

 
6 Merriam (1918-1988) was a reform Democrat during his tenure as 5th Ward alderman from 1947 to 1955, 

when he won the Republican mayoral primary and ran an unsuccessful ñFusionò campaign against Daley in the 

general election. He received 45 percent of the vote. Following the election, he served in the presidential 

administrations of Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon. A combat reporter during World War II, Merriam 

was also known for his account of the Battle of the Bulge, Dark December. ñGuide to the Robert E. Merriam 

Papers, 1918-1984,ò Special Collections Research Center, University of Chicago Library, Chicago, IL. 
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Thompson: That is correct. 

DePue: Was there a discussion about what her expectations and what your expectation 

for her, in reference to her career, were going to be once you actually were 

running for governor? 

Thompson: Not at first. She was employed. I was employed at Winston, although I was 

employed at Winston with the understanding that they didnôt want to see me 

in the office, they wanted to see me on the campaign trail. (laughs) But she 

had a real job, a regular job. She worked for Bill Scott, the attorney generalôs 

office. It wasnôt until after the election that the issue first arose. She decided 

she couldnôt work for Scott anymore because that would be a conflictð

husband a constitutional officer and Scott a constitutional officerðso she 

sought out a job in Springfield where there would be no conflict. 

She went to this law firm in Springfield and did civil work that had 

nothing to do with the State of Illinois. She did that for a while. And from then 

on, she looked for employment that had no conflict. She, A, is a very ethical 

person, and B, being a lawyer was very important to her. Her mother told her 

she ought to be a schoolteacher or a secretary, and she was bound and 

determined from the time she was a teenager to be a lawyer. She worked very 

hard for it. She went to school part time to put herself through law school; her 

family had no money to do that. Sheôs worked since she was thirteen years 

old, and work is important to her. Sheôs very proud of being a lawyer, and 

sheôs a good one. And she wasnôt going to sully that by taking a job that was 

inappropriate. Sheôs still working today, which shows you what her 

commitment to work is. She doesnôt have to work today, but she does. She 

may go on working, even if I retire. It wasnôt so much a discussion between 

the two of us, it was her decision to work and to work in a manner that nobody 

could criticize. Thatôs how that evolved. 

DePue: Again, putting you in the 1974, ô75 timeframe, when did you seriously think 

about running for governor? Was there a moment in time? 

Thompson: There was one time when I was U.S. attorney, when one of the black 

Democratic congressmen from Chicago sneaked up the back stairs of my 

office in the federal building, from his office in the federal building, to 

implore me to run for mayor. And I listened to him.7 

DePue: That election was going to be 1977? 

Thompson: Oh, gosh, no. I donôt know when it was. It was going to be the next election, 

whenever this occurred. And I thought about that. Of course, somebody comes 

 
7 Two male black Democratic congressmen served during Thompsonôs tenure as U.S. attorney: Ralph Metcalfe 

(1971-1978, 1st District) and George Collins (1970-1972, 6th District). After Collins died in a 1972 plane crash 

at Midway Airport, his wife Cardiss Collins won the special election to finish his term; she went on to serve 

eleven more terms, retiring in 1997. 
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to you and says, ñYou ought to run for mayor, youôd be great!ò For at least 

thirty seconds, you say to yourself, ñI ought to run for mayor, Iôd be great!ò 

(laughs) Then reality sinks in, and I didnôt see that as happening, so I said, 

ñThank you very much for your thoughts, but I donôt think thatôs for me.ò 

But I had thought about politics. I mean, Iôd been a prosecutor in three 

offices. At least one of them was political, the attorney generalôs office; Bill 

Scott was a famous statewide politician. In the U.S. attorneyôs office, I didnôt 

see any politics. In the assistant stateôs attorneyôs office, I didnôt see any 

politics. I was just a pure prosecutor in both of those. But in the attorney 

generalôs office with Scott, Scott was a political creature and I was one of his 

top aides, so I got to see it. And he would bring me in on discussions on what 

he should do in his own political career and how he should respond to other 

politicians. 

He had this tenuous, at best, relationship with Ogilvie.8 He always 

thought that Ogilvie and his ace aides were out to do him in by getting him to 

run for some other office, like U.S. Senate, which would create a vacancy that 

would allow Ogilvie to appoint his own attorney general. Thatôs how Scottôs 

mind ran, you know? And when youôre in discussions with him about that, 

brainstorming about how best to counter the governor, naturally, you start 

thinking politically. Not with regard to your cases, that never happened. Scott 

never let politics dictate a case or its result, but in terms of the political 

preservation of himself versus others, and what he should do and when he 

should do it, thatôs how his mind ran. And people like me and Joel Flaum 

were at the heart of that. 

So that gets you thinking about holding political office yourself. And 

the usual run of a U.S. attorney is four years. I know Pat Fitzgerald later did it 

for a long time, but thatôs because presidents were afraid to replace him; thatôs 

not the normal course. Itôs a four-year term, and if youôve been good enough 

in the U.S. attorneyôs office, you move on to something thatôs more 

rewarding, financially. 

 

 So here I am, Iôve had this bath of politics in Scottôs office, Iôve been 

interested in politics since I was nine years old. What did I say when I was 

nine years old? I want to be president of the United States. I said that in high 

school, right? Itôs in the yearbook. Iôd always been fascinated by politics. I 

watched the conventions: one year I was a Taft guy, then Eisenhower got it; 

then he was running against Stevenson, and I admired Adlai Stevenson. I 

didnôt like Eisenhower, because he didnôt repudiate McCarthy. When 

McCarthy and his ace aide, Senator Jenner from Indiana, attacked General 

Marshall, Eisenhower didnôt come to his defense. And I said, ñThatôs it, Iôm 

voting for Stevenson.ò I carried Adlai Stevensonôs picture in my wallet, 

because Iôd met him. Now, thatôs when I was young and foolish. Itôs natural I 

 
8 Governor Richard B. Ogilvie. 
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was going to be interested in politics. So when youôre interested in politics 

like that, and your term is coming to an end as U.S. attorney and you expect 

that youôre going to be moving on to something else, well, what would that 

be? What was open? What was a great office? Governor. So I started thinking 

about that. 

DePue: Was it more appealing to be on the executive side than the legislative side? 

Thompson: Yes, absolutely. 

DePue: Why? 

Thompson: Because on the legislative side, youôre one of many. When youôre the 

governor, when youôre the head of the executive branch, you can get stuff 

done, by yourself. And when I say by yourself, I mean you and your staff and 

your appointments. You are the executive branch, basically, except for the 

other constitutional officers, but they have narrowly-defined functions; they 

arenôt responsible for the state as a whole, or for executing laws, or all the 

other things the governor does by himself. The notion of running for the 

United States Senate and going to Washington to live, and being the 

hundredth senator and spending thirty years getting to a place where you 

could influence something, was not appealing at all. No, I was an executive 

branch guy. And despite all the times I was entreated to run for the Senate, Iôd 

say, ñAbsolutely not.ò 

DePue: What would you say to the people who are very suspicious of those who are 

very ambitious? 

Thompson: Thatôs a breathtaking notion, now, isnôt it? Then I guess we should elect 

sluggards to public office, right? (DePue laughs) I mean, thatôs just a crazy 

notion. So Iôd say to them, ñYouôre crazy!ò 

DePue: It sounds like you didnôt encounter that very much. 

Thompson: No, I did not. In all the years I have been in public life, people have come up 

to me and said plenty, but nobody has ever come up to me and said, ñYou 

know what? Youôre too ambitious!ò Thatôs just like saying, ñYouôre lucky!ò I 

suppose Iôd have to say, ñWell, do you want an ambitious governor, or an 

unambitious governor?ò Give me a break! 

DePue: You mentioned Bill Scott, the attorney general. There was a time leading up 

to this when there was a lot of speculation that heôd be running for governor 

as well. 

Thompson: That is correct. And Bill and I talked about that. I had worked for him, and we 

were friends. He had relied on me a great deal when I was in the attorney 

generalôs office. I admired him for hiring me. I admired him for what he did 

as attorney general. He was really the first activist attorney general in Illinois 
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history. Started all these other subsequent attorneys general down the road to 

be activist attorneys general. I think even he would not recognize the office 

that it is today, where attorneys general go around suing every big company in 

America, in conjunction with a posse of other attorneys general, forcing huge 

nationwide settlements against banks and cigarette companies, and on and on 

and on.9 

Basically, the definition of an attorney general is a governor in 

waiting. Thatôs pretty clear. And Bill had those notions. So we talked about it. 

He said, ñYou canôt announce youôre runningòðthis is what he said to með

ñYou canôt announce youôre running until Iôve decided whether Iôm going to 

run.ò And I said, ñBill, with all respect, I canôt do that. Iôm running.ò 

DePue: What timeframe are we talking about? This is the ô75 timeframe, now? 

Thompson: Yeah. Now, the truth is, that if he had run, heôd have killed me. I couldnôt beat 

Bill Scott. He was a very popular politician, successful attorney general, 

known to every Republican county chairman in the state! I would have lost 

that race, I suspect. But I also knew one other thing about Scott; he did not 

like tough elections. Do you remember when he was thinking about running 

against Percy? 

DePue: For the U.S. Senate seat? 

Thompson: Yeah. In one day, in that potential race, he changed his mind three times. In 

one day! And the Daily News had a big banner headline that afternoon, that 

said, ñGreat Scott! Heôs In, Heôs Out, Heôs In.ò Or, ñHeôs Out, Heôs In, Heôs 

Out.ò Whatever it was. And I knew that about Scott. I knew he didnôt like 

tough races, he didnôt like opposition. He had never run a tough race. And I 

donôt know whether I would have given him a tough race or not. But he didnôt 

relish the idea down deep, I think, of running against me in a primary, even 

though Iôm sure he would have beat me. So he backed off. Decided he was 

going to run for re-election. And I was going to be the guy. 

DePue: And I understand he declared that he would not be running for governor on 

May 30, 1975. 

Thompson: Mm-hmm. 

DePue: When did you announce? 

Thompson: I announced, what was it, July first? 

 
9 In 2003, a Madison County judge issued a $10.1 billion judgment against Philip Morris, which would have 

forced the company to post a bond for the full amount in order to appeal the decision. The firm hired Thompson 

to lobby for a bill to reduce the bond requirement. 
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DePue: July first is the date Iôve seen. 

Thompson: July first, yeah. 

DePue: What were your ambitions at that time? Strictly focused on governorship? 

Thompson: Absolutely. 

DePue: Or did you have a bigger picture in mind? 

Thompson: There was no bigger picture. Governorship was a pretty big picture, (laughs) if 

you ask me. 

DePue: So all those comments that you wrote in the yearbook many years ago? 

Thompson: Yeah, I know. Yeah, sure; in the back of my mind, sure. Look, I was raised in 

a generation where it was an admirable thing for a young man to want to be 

president of the United States. That was the culture, okay, and I was part of 

that. But on July 1, 1975, that was not my thought. 

DePue: Was there a Republican Party central committee meeting where you were 

slated officially? Did it work that way for the Republicans? 

Thompson: No, it did not work that way. And I didnôt know what I was doing as a 

political candidate. I mean, weð(laughs) I donôt even remember who was in 

the organization then. At the beginning it was all volunteers, I think, until I 

made my first hire, which was Dave Gilbert to be press secretary. But we went 

and rented a room at the Intercontinental Hotel to make the announcement, 

and we saw the pictures on television that night. We had rented a room that 

had zebra stripe wallpaper! (DePue laughs) And it was the worst possible 

background for an announcement picture that you could ever imagine! Thatôs 

how naµve we were, you know? I mean, thatôs all I thought of for days, That 

goddamned wallpaper! (DePue laughs) How could we possibly be in the room 

with that wallpaper? I need help! 

DePue: Well, Governor, this was the seventies, andð 

Thompson: Yeah, I know. But, gee, you looked at that picture, you were looking at the 

wallpaper, not at the candidate. 

DePue: Why did you think you were going to be a good governor? Weôve talked 

about that a little bit, but what qualities and attributes were you going to be 

able to bring to the job? 

Thompson: First, because I was a good U.S. attorney. There were a lot of swing-over 

qualities between a job like U.S. attorney and governor. I had a very, very 

deep feeling about clean and honest government; naturally, thatôs how I felt, 

but that was also a swing-over from the prosecutorial jobs I had held. So 
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strong law enforcement for the state of Illinois was a big thing with me, even 

during the time I was teaching at the law school, and it was one of the things I 

ran on; obviously, it was a strength. 

 

 I also thought that the political process in Springfield had just become 

ensnared in hostility between the governor and the General Assembly. Walker 

was getting opposition in his own party, and I thought, Iôm not like that. I can 

reason with people. I can talk to people. I can come to agreement with people. 

Iôm a consensus guy. I thought I could bring good, strong people to 

government, because I had done that in every job I had held previously. 

DePue: Would it be fair to say at this point in time, weôre talking mid-1975, that you 

anticipated youôd be running against Dan Walker? 

Thompson: That was the early thought, yeah, absolutely. I thought Iôd be running against 

Walker, because Howlett came later. Have I told you the story about the 

lunches with Howlett, Bauer, and Marshall Korshak? 

DePue: No. 

Thompson: Oh, okay. Iôm U.S. attorney. Bill  Bauer, who was my boss, and later, judge, 

was an old friend of Mike Howlettôs, because Mike Howlett had friends in 

both parties. And Howlettôs closest friend was Marshall Korshak, who was a 

South Side Chicago Democrat that had been in the legislature and had been 

city treasurer; he was a smart guy, had a good law practice. His brother, 

Sidney, was out in Los Angeles representing the mob, but thatôs different. So 

these guys would have lunch once a month at the Standard Club, where 

Marshall was a member. One day, Bauer brought me along, and I was the 

young kid at the table. These guys were veteran politiciansðBauer in DuPage 

County, Korshak in the city, Howlett statewideðand the lunches consisted of 

their telling old political stories to one another and to me. 

For me, this was fascinating! I must have sat there open-mouthed the 

entire lunch; I probably didnôt eat. These guys were good, they were like 

political raconteurs. And they sort of adopted me, so I was told to come back 

to lunch, each time, and thatôs where Korshak and Howlett got to know me. 

Hadnôt known me before that, and I didnôt know them. So when it became 

clear, I forget when this was, that I was thinking of running for governor, 

Marshall said he would support me. Now here, Chicago city Democrat, Mike 

Howlettôs best friend, says heôs going to support me for governor? I was really 

taken by that, as you might suspect. 

DePue: But at the time, thatôs because youôd be running against Dan Walker. 

Thompson: Correct. 

DePue: Who was the, would it be fair to sayð 
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Thompson: Who neither of those guys liked, yeah. 

DePue: éthe mortal enemy ofð 

Thompson: Both of them. 

DePue: éRichard J. Daley? 

Thompson: Yeah, and Howlett and Korshak. So I announce. I have little or no money. So 

Iôve got mostly volunteers. I do have Gilbert, I do have Fletcher, I guess, by 

then. 

DePue: Jim Fletcher. 

Thompson: Yeah. 

DePue: Who became your campaign manager? 

Thompson: Yes. Although he had never managed a campaign. But of course, that never 

did bother Fletcher, so it didnôt bother me, because I was going to be my own 

campaign manager anyway. The candidate always is. The candidate knows 

better than anybody else. (laughs) So I get this headquarters in the old First 

National Bank building in Chicago, up on the second floor, looking out over 

Dearborn and Monroe. But I have no money for anything. Lou Kasper, who at 

that time was the Chicago Republican city chairmanðcame out of the Polish 

community, back when ethnic politics were still importantðhad a bunch of 

volunteers come and print signs and put them up in the windows. We had no 

furniture, no equipment. 

Somehow, that word got back to Howlett. He called me up, and he 

said, ñJim, you want some furniture for your campaign headquarters?ò I said, 

ñYeah!ò ñAll right, a truck will come over.ò Mike knew a guy who dealt in 

second-hand furniture, and he told the guy, ñFill up a truck with second-hand 

furniture, and send it over to Thompsonôs headquarters.ò And then his son, 

Mike Howlett Jr.ðwho just diedðhad a typewriter business, so he sent over a 

bunch of typewriters, and we were in business. So my ultimate opponent and 

his son furnished my first campaign headquarters. 

DePue: Small-world, politics. 

Thompson: Yeah, but it was good, you know? And I donôt think in the campaign that 

followed, I ever said a bad word about Mike Howlett. If I said any bad words, 

they were about Rich Daley, and Chicago Democrats controlling the State of 

Illinois. Yes, Iôm sure I said many of those, especially when I was in 

downstate Illinois. Iôd flog the Chicago Democratic machine for all it was 

worth, but not my opponent, because in the end, Mike destroyed himself, I 

didnôt have to. And I wouldnôt have. 
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DePue: To a certain extent, you didnôt have the experience of being in state-level 

government, so you didnôt have that direct knowledge of the legislative 

process. 

Thompson: Right. 

DePue: Was that a concern for you? 

Thompson: Not for me, no. (laughs) It was a concern of other people, Iôll tell you that. 

DePue: Within your camp, or the opposition camp? 

Thompson: Not the opposition. They never really campaigned on, Thompson doesnôt 

know anything about government. It would be hard to do that, because their 

party was screwing up government in Springfield at the time; that wouldnôt 

have carried very far. (DePue laughs) But I remember talking to the editor of 

the Decatur Herald & Review once, in retrospect, after I went in there for an 

editorial board meeting. He said, ñYou know, Jim, you were as green as goose 

shit.ò (laughter) Meaning, I didnôt know a goddamned thing about the state of 

Illinois beyond Chicago, or state government, or how it worked, or nothing. 

All I knew was, I could do it. So, I learned. 

 

 I got a $9,000 contribution from Gaylord Donnelley, who ran the 

Donnelley Printing Company here in Chicago, to hire somebody to write 

position papers for me on various aspects of state government and state issues. 

I got Gary Starkman, who had been an assistant U.S. attorney under me and 

head of my appellate division, who was a hell of a writer, very smart, to do 

that. He started familiarizing me with the issues in Springfield, who was for 

what and what was it about, and what were the issues in the state of Illinois at 

large? I gradually started to learn, but the only way you really learned was to 

go out and around the state of Illinois, and both present yourself and make 

clear the qualities that you thought you would bring to government, whether 

consciously or unconsciously, just by people seeing you and listening to you. 

 

 But at the same time, you were listening to them. And they werenôt 

shy about telling you what Rockford needed, what Bloomington needed, and 

what Springfield needed; what the issues of the day were, why they were 

important. You talked to the road builders, by God, you ended up believing 

you were going to be a road-building governor, because if you look at the 

history of the state of Illinois, thatôs how the state became the colossus that it 

is: weôve got railroads, weôve got waterways, we eventually had airports, but 

from the beginning, and still today, roads. Farm-to-market roads, when times 

were tough and they couldnôt afford a fully paved road; it was only paved into 

town, when you went in with your loaded wagon of grain, and unpaved out of 

town, when your wagon was empty. I mean, you learned all those stories. And 

going downstate, you had to go down there by road most of the time. Once in 

a while, later in the campaign, Iôd have volunteer pilots fly me. But even then, 
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when you got out of the airplane and went around that area, you had to be on 

the roads. People would tell you what they needed, and every place needed 

road improvements. 

DePue: Was one of those people Bill Cellini? 

Thompson: Not really. No. 

DePue: I mention him because of the Asphalt Association. 

Thompson: I donôt think I ever encountered Bill Cellini until I visited the Sangamon 

County Republican organization the first time, and obviously, heôd be part of 

that. But during the campaign? No, I donôt think so. It wasnôt until afterwards. 

DePue: I did want to ask you about financial challenges, because it sounds like you 

have to start on a shoestring, almost everybody would. 

Thompson: Correct. There were certainly challenges. Everybody assumed that I was going 

to be running against an incumbent governor, so I donôt think the road 

builders were rushing out to meet me until they knew where the land lay, 

right? 

DePue: Right. And an incumbent governor, would you agree, that had the reputation 

of being a very good campaigner? 

Thompson: Yeah. And if it was not going to be an incumbent governor, it was going to be 

the most popular politician in the state of Illinois, so either one would have 

been a big challenge. Yeah, the traditional big party supportersðthe interest 

groups, the road builders, et ceteraðhung back, as they should have, in that 

three-way potential. So I had to rely on small donations from what Iôll call 

real people, you know, average people. I suspect that a lot of those gave 

because they thought I had been a good U.S. attorney and put the crooks in 

jail. They liked that, and so they liked me. 

DePue: When did you resign from your U.S. attorneyôs position? 

Thompson: July first. 

DePue: Same day. 

Thompson: Yeah. We scrimped along on that kind of money. And then some money from 

people who want to be on both sides in a political campaign would come in. I 

think my earliest meeting with an interest group was the nursing home people. 

They had always been on both sides in political campaigns. I met with them, 

and we agreed on what public policy should be with regard to nursing homes 

and nursing home reimbursement. I learned that lesson real quick, so I got 

some money from them. And then there was a group of Chicago business guys 

who admired me, and that I had met during the course of being U.S. attorney. 
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Remember, after I resigned as U.S. attorney, I went to work part time for 

Winston & Strawn. The chairman of Winston & Strawn, Tommy Reynolds, 

was a very big, popular, powerful guy in the Chicago business community. 

And he had all these CEO friends. He held fundraisers for me in his backyard. 

Then one of his other CEO friends would hold a fundraiser for me in his 

backyard. So I got introduced to that community and raised some money 

there. 

DePue: Was Percy the most prominent Republican in the state at the time? 

Thompson: Yeah, Percy and Scott. 

DePue: Did either one of them weigh in, in helping you? 

Thompson: No. No, it was Reynolds and his CEO friends. 

DePue: Why did Winston & Strawn want to bring you on board, even though they 

knew that you really werenôt going to be there? Whatôs the advantage to 

them? 

Thompson: I think they were befriending a future governor. And if I didnôt win, I could 

join the law firm. So they had a two-fer; they couldnôt lose. I was either going 

to be their partner, or I was going to be the governor whom they had helped. 

So thatôs pretty simple. I remember the guy who gave me my first $1,000, 

which at that time, was a lot of money! I was shocked, okay? But then I got 

contributions from two rather famous people who I went to see. First was 

Clement Stone. I had met him, I think, through CEOôs meetings. So I went to 

him, and I donôt remember what he gave me, but it was maybe $50,000.10 An 

enormous sum. Didnôt ask me for anything. Then I went to see Ray Kroc, who 

started McDonaldôs; I had met him somewhere. So I went to him and asked 

for a contribution. And this was hard for me, asking people for money. It was 

just hard for me; it was just the antithesis of anything I had ever done up to 

that time, you know? Guys who put people in jail donôt go around asking for 

money. But I had to do it. I didnôt have a staff that could do it, I had to do it. 

And I was the new kid on the block, so people had to know me personally. 

People want to be asked, right? Itôs a natural thing. They just donôt get up in 

the morning and decide theyôre going to mail in money, not these guys.  

 

 I went to see Ray Kroc, and he liked me, I guess. And he said, ñWell, 

Iôm willing to do it, but you know, Joanòðhis wifeðñhas told me I canôt 

make any more political contributions,ò because he got in trouble with his 

contributions to Nixon. His wife at that time said, ñThatôs it! No more 

political contributions. You donôt need them. Youôve got your own business, 

 
10 A $1,000 contribution in 1975 is equivalent to $4,400 in 2014; $50,000 is equivalent to $220,000 in 2014. 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Inflation Calculator, http://data.bls.gov/cgi-bin/cpicalc.pl. Illinois did not have 

limits on individual contributions to candidates until 2011. Stone had founded the Combined Insurance 

Company of America, which later merged with Ryan Insurance Group to form Aon. 
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itôs got nothing to do with politics.ò So I had to come to his house for dinner 

and meet Joan, and only if she approved could he contribute to me. They lived 

on Lake Shore Drive, here in Chicago. I came to dinner, and apparently I was 

on my best behavior, because she approved. He contributed to me, and I think 

he gave me $50,000. 

 

 So then money begets money. The staff, which had grown by this 

time, had a ritual. They would give me a list of people I needed to call to ask 

for money, and they wanted me to sit down at the telephone and make the 

calls; those were my instructions. And they had twenty people on the list. 

Thatôs what they still do today, they go take the candidate, put him in a room, 

give him a phone and say, ñMake your calls.ò Well, I didnôt like this at all. 

The notion of my asking people for money, it just still bothered me. It was 

awkward. In that regard, I was still shy. I tried a couple, and I just couldnôt do 

it. So I developed this ruse. Iôd wait until noon, then Iôd start to call. Of 

course, everybodyôs out to lunch. (DePue laughs) Iôd do this, and then Iôd 

report back to my handlers at 1:00, ñAh, everybody was out to lunch, but I left 

a message.ò Well, about two days of that, they caught on to me. So they put 

somebody in a room with me, as the enforcer, and we started the calls at 

10:00. (laughs) 

DePue: Who was the ñtheyò youôre talking about? 

Thompson: Oh, I donôt know. Somebody on my staff, I donôt know who it was. 

Eventually I got more and more comfortable, because you needed to raise a lot 

of money to run statewide in Illinois, and as people got to know me around the 

state, it got a little easier. People would tell people, or people who had 

contributed to me would go ask other people for money of their acquaintance, 

and we started holding fundraisers around the state. And then Kim Fox came 

aboard. No, I take that back, she came later.11 I forget who the treasurer of 

Citizens for Thompson was. Reynolds was the chairman of Citizens for 

Thompson; Jim Bere of Borg-Warner was the finance chairman; and we had 

somebody, the treasurer, who was the guy raising the money, whoôd make the 

calls too, and whoôd put the fundraising events together. So we scraped along. 

 

 But there was one point during the summer of ó76, that we were 

literally a week away from having no money. This was right in the midst of 

the campaign, and by this time I was running against Howlett. So it was tough 

to raise money against Howlett, because nobody hated him like they did 

Walker. Everybody thought he was going to be the next governor. So apart 

from my friends and from small donations, we were a week away from 

running out of money. And that morning, I had breakfast with a guy who had 

been a special assistant attorney general under Scott. He was in charge of 

 
11 She joined Thompsonôs team as advance staff in May 1977, before taking over management of Citizens for 

Thompson in 1983. For insight into advance work and fundraising, see Kim Blackwell Fox, interview by Mike 

Czaplicki, July 14, 2014. 
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enforcing the inheritance tax. I donôt know how they did this, but he was not a 

regular assistant attorney general. He had a company that he used to collect 

the inheritance tax, and Scott gave him the title of special assistant, just to 

give him some government formality. I had known him when I was in the 

AGôs office. And he said, ñWhatôs the matter, Jim? You look down.ò I said, 

ñIôm about a week away from having to close down my headquarters and lay 

people off.ò He said, ñWell, Iôll take care of that.ò 

He pulled out his checkbook, and he wrote a check that tided me over 

till August, when the first polls came out. And there were three: There was my 

poll, which showed me winning by twenty points. Everybody said, ñOh, thatôs 

bullshit, thatôs Thompsonôs poll.ò Then there was the Tribuneôs poll, which 

showed me winning by twenty points. Well, some believers perked up at that 

one. And then Jimmy Carterôs poll, in which they included the governorôs 

question along with the Carter question, showed me winning by twenty points. 

Then I had more friends than I knew what to do with; (DePue laughs) then the 

money poured in! The road builders suddenly discovered me. And what do 

you know? I was going to be a great roads governor, I assured them of that. 

And the nursing home folks came back in full force. And all the other crazy 

interest groups in the state that I would later have to deal with as governor. So 

at the end, three months before the election, we had enough money to 

compete. And by that time, Howlett had destroyed himself as a candidate. 

DePue: I donôt want to get too far ahead. Weôll certainly get to the later part of the 

campaign, if you donôt mind. 

Thompson: Okay. 

DePue: I donôt think you told me the name of the contributor that tided you over in 

that critical moment. 

Thompson: And Iôm trying to remember his name. Iôll think of it.  

DePue: Thatôs something we can get into the transcript later on. 

Thompson: All I remember now is that after I became governor, there was a bill to abolish 

the inheritance tax, which I signed, which put him out of business. 

DePue: Go back to the beginning days of the campaign. Youôve mentioned quite a 

few of these names already, but putting together a staff is going to be one of 

the crucial things youôve got to do. 

Thompson: Right. 

DePue: Youôve mentioned that David Gilbert was the first, as the press secretary. 

Thompson: Yeah. 



James Thompson  Interview # IST-A-L-2013-054.06 

 

197 

DePue: And Iôve heard his side of the story, letôs hear yours. 

Thompson: I donôt know how he got to me, so whatever he said is the story. 

DePue: Itôs the gospel truth, then. 

Thompson: Itôs the gospel truth. Fletcher came from my wife. Fletcher was Jayneôs law 

school classmate. 

DePue: As you get to each one of these, can you give me a little bit of a thumbnail 

sketch of their personality, and why they were important to you? 

Thompson: Oh, yeah. 

DePue: So weôll start with Gilbert. 

Thompson: Gilbert knew was the press. He was the transportation editor of the Chicago 

Tribune. So working even in that sort of smaller section of the Tribune, heôs a 

gregarious guy, and he knows all these reporters, not only from the Tribune, 

but from the Sun-Times and the Daily News, radio and television. They know 

each other; itôs a fraternity. And he looked to me to be a smart, capable guy; 

he understood the press. As U.S. attorney, I had never needed to understand 

the press. They loved me, because I provided great copy. But now they were 

going to look at me in a different way, as a candidate for governor. So you 

need a press secretary who understands them and can tell the candidate why 

theyôre looking at him in a different way, how theyôre looking at him in a 

different way, and what he has to do in response to take advantage of what 

they offer. Free publicity, and you get your message out. So that was 

important; thatôs why he was the first hire. But I truly donôt remember how he 

got to me, who recommended him. 

DePue: How would you describe Jim Fletcher? 

Thompson: Fletch? I didnôt know Fletch. Jim Fletcher was Jayneôs law school classmate. 

And one day, she and I were sitting here and ruminating about, Iôve got to get 

a campaign manager. And frankly, I didnôt know anybody. I didnôt know 

anybody in the state Republican Party. Imagine the nerve of beginning your 

political career as governor, rather than as precinct committeeman. I mean, 

thatôs pretty bold. Thatôs one adjective that could be applied to it; there could 

be others, but it was pretty bold, start your political career at the top. But I 

didnôt know any Republican operatives, other than my own ward 

committeemen in the city of Chicago and my own alderman. So it was Jayne 

who suggested that I ought to talk to Fletcher. She regarded him as a smart 

guy interested in politics. That was her recollection. We found him, I 

interviewed him, and he decided heôd take the job. So that was solved, right? 
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Even though he had never run a political campaign, but I said that was all 

right, neither had I. We were starting out together.12 

DePue: Did he know at the time that thatôs the kind of job that tends to burn people 

out? 

Thompson: I donôt think he did. I donôt think he knew a lot about the job at all. But he was 

a smart guy. 

DePue: Itôs not a nine-to-five job. 

Thompson: No, I know. 

DePue: And he was up to the task? 

Thompson: He was up to the task. He was a very good campaign manager. He did very 

well. Of course, a campaign manager for me in that election, at the end, 

wasnôt as hard as it was looking to be at the beginning, based on how things 

went through the summer of ó76. 

DePue: Did the two of you generally agree on strategy? 

Thompson: Oh, yeah. 

DePue: Did you have your moments? 

Thompson: Not really, no. I left the nuts and bolts to him and the people he hired. Other 

people came aboard. Jim Skilbeck came on. Skilbeck came on first as an 

assistant press secretary, but soon morphed into advance man, stagecraft, 

witchcraft, everything! (laughs) If you wanted an event staged, you got 

Skilbeck, no matter what his title was. There wasnôt a better advance man in 

the world. And I had good advance people, I had a lot of volunteer advance 

people. Clem Stone lent me his political guy who knew advance work, and he 

took all my volunteer advance people, like Baiseðas he recounted in his first 

interview, which I just listened toðand put them together in a cohesive group, 

statewide, and ran sort of an advance=man school for them. In fact, he even 

wrote a book for them.13 

The book later leaked to the press, and that was embarrassing for a 

day, because it had all the stagecraft in there, the tricks of the trade for an 

advance man: How to build a crowd, how to get a good venue, how to make 

sure the microphones are working, whoôs going to introduce himðall that 

 
12 For Fletcherôs account of his hiring, see Jim Fletcher, interview by Mike Czaplicki, February 2, 2015. He also 

recounts the critical role played by political consultant Doug Bailey in developing campaign strategy and 

teaching Fletcher how to manage a campaign. 
13 Gregory Baise, interview by Mark DePue, August 6, 2013. 
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stuff. Whoôs going to sit where? What are you going to do if it rains? I mean, 

thereôs a lot to the art of political advance-man. 

DePue: That the public never even thinks about. 

Thompson: No. Uh-uh. The only people who interact with the advance man are the 

political pros, or the people in charge of the local event. The advance man 

appears, they get together, and they plot it out. So Skilby went from assistant 

press secretary to sort of the jack of all trades of the campaign, but his chief 

function, and it remained so till I left office, was my chief advance man. 

DePue: Who was doing the scheduling?14 

Thompson: Oh, gosh, I donôt know. There were a bunch of people in there that were the 

heart and soul of the campaign, but forty years later itôs hard for me to put a 

name to a particular function, except some of them. 

DePue: I also wanted to ask you about the public relations firm, or maybe the 

advertising agency, Bailey Deardourff? 

Thompson: They werenôt an advertising agency, they were a team, a partnership, that ran 

the advertising part of the political campaign. And I donôt remember how I got 

them, because they were expensive. (laughter) Thatôs probably why I was 

going broke in August. But they were the best in the country, absolutely the 

best in the country. That was their reputation. And theyôd run a number of 

campaigns at the same time, so they werenôt always in Chicago or Springfield, 

theyôd be in and out. But they were smart, they were good; not only in doing 

the commercials, which was their first functionð 

DePue: Radio and TV commercials? 

Thompson: Radio and TV commercials. But in plotting the strategy of the campaign; they 

were part of that as well. And polling. I mean, they were the complete 

package, and they were pros. They were good, and I listened to them. 

DePue: A lot of campaigns always can point to somebody who is the numbers guy, 

who understands all the precincts and how they break, Republican or 

Democrat, et cetera. Did you have anybody like that? 

Thompson: We didnôt have that. No. 

DePue: So that was Bailey Deardourff? 

Thompson: No. We didnôt have that down to the precinct level in our first campaign. We 

had a lot of volunteers around the state of Illinois, and volunteers beget 

volunteers. But Bailey Deardourff were in charge of advertising, writing the 

 
14 Tom Norton was the scheduler. 
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commercials, filming the commercials, doing the polling throughðthey had a 

pollster by the name of Bob Teeter, so it was a trio: Bailey, Deardourff, 

Teeter. Teeter did the polls. Bailey and Deardourff were the puppet masters of 

the campaign, making sure all parts functioned, working with Fletcher. 

DePue: You mentioned that they brought a lot to the table as far as developing 

strategy. 

Thompson: Yeah, sure. 

DePue: What was the strategy? 

Thompson: The overall strategy was to get me as familiar as possible, as fast as possible, 

with the issues of the campaign and the challenges I would face as governor of 

Illinois and campaigning, on the one hand. And on the other hand, keep me 

the person I was, as opposed to the person Howlett was, so that the voters 

would draw the contrast. But that was all in line with my thinking and 

Fletcherôs thinking. So after a while it became seamless. It wasnôt a question 

of Bailey Deardourff saying, ñYou do this,ò it was arrived at, I think, 

consensually, once we got into a working rhythm with them. And they did all 

of my campaigns. 

In fact, Bailey wrote my inaugural address. And Bailey wrote my first 

State of the State, with some additions and deletions by me; basically, the two 

documents were his. And Iôll never forget the first line of the State of the 

State, which was, ñThe long war between the governor and the General 

Assembly is over.ò A thunderous standing ovation, right? (DePue laughs) This 

was the anti-Walker [mood]. These guys were clever guys, they were really 

good at what they did, they had achieved success in other elections around the 

country, they were the best you had in the country, and I was lucky to have 

them four times. Now, by the second campaign, I was writing my own 

commercials; or as it started, theyôd give me a script to be filmed, and Iôd start 

rewriting it. And as we went on, I would originate the commercial script, 

because I was getting good at commercials. It was a seamless effort, it really 

was. 

DePue: Going back to strategy, the conventional wisdom is that you can divide up the 

state geographically into three parts: Chicago, the suburbs, and downstate. 

Thompson: Yeah, generically thatôs true, but you wouldnôt want to rely on that division as 

the basis of your campaign because youôd fall into the trap of saying one thing 

in Chicago, saying another thing in the suburbs, and another thing in 

downstate, and youôd soon be unmasked. Secondly, while you can make that 

generalization about the state of IllinoisðChicago-suburbs-downstateðitôs 

really more than that. For example, western Illinois, culturally and politically, 

is not like the rest of downstate; itôs not like eastern Illinois, itôs not like 

southern Illinois, itôs western Illinois. And within western Illinois, there are 
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subsets of municipalities and rural areas that have different issues than their 

neighbors in western Illinois. Itôs a big, big state. 

 

 A lot of people donôt even understand where southern Illinois begins. 

Chicagoans think southern Illinois is right outside the city. Southern Illinois 

people will say maybe southern Illinois begins at Carbondale, where the 

airport sign says, ñWelcome to southern Illinois,ò or something like that. But 

theyôll dispute where the real southern Illinois really begins, and itôs certainly 

south of Carbondale. As I learned in my AG days, going down with the White 

Hats, attitudes and beliefs and cultural ideas in Cairo, in the adjoining 

counties, are a hell of a lot different than anyplace else in downstate Illinois. 

DePue: But if thereôs something thatôs more scarce than even money when youôre 

putting together a campaign like this in a very big state, itôs got to be your 

time. 

Thompson: Right. 

DePue: So part of the strategy is, where are you going to spend your time? 

Thompson: Absolutely. And for me, it was going to be downstate. Had to be. Thatôs 

where I was least known, and thatôs where people really wanted to get to 

know you personally; they wanted to see you, they wanted to touch you, they 

wanted to understand you. Now, weôre not as crazy as the Iowa caucus, where 

youôve got to go sleep in peopleôs basements five times before theyôll consider 

voting for you. 

DePue: Retail politics. 

Thompson: Thatôs beyond retail politics. Thatôs insane. Or New Hampshire, which is not 

far behind in that regard. ñOh, Iôve only heard him six times, donôt know 

whether Iôd be for him or not.ò But there is some of that, and certainly more of 

that downstate than there is in Chicago. And certainly more of that in rural 

areas than there is in suburbs. Of course, when you layer on top of that the 

needs of people, the needs are sometimes common: roadsðthatôs a statewide 

needðroads and city streets. But even within that subset, people in western 

Illinois believe that the rest of the state gets all the roads, they donôt get any. 

I used to joke itôs in the water in western Illinois, thatôs how they 

believe: All their gas tax money is sent up to Chicago. And as much as I 

would try to say, ñActually itôs the reverse,ò they didnôt buy that. Or the 

attitude, ñWell, I donôt have any kids in school, I donôt care about education.ò 

ñMy kids have graduated.ò ñMy kids are in private school.ò ñI donôt have any 

kids.ò So Iôd have to say, ñDo you want to live next door to an uneducated 

person? You know, a lot of these things which sound good in the abstract, 

when you get them out there to apply in the real world, you find so many 

different responses. There are some things that everybody will agree on: roads 
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and public safety; senior citizens will generally agree on what senior citizens 

need and want. But God, thereôs so much diversity in this state, there just is. 

And youôve got to be attuned to that, which means youôve got to spend 90 

percent of your time as governor listening. 

DePue: Most everybody Iôve talked to about you said that you did well on that, and 

that you were a very quick student. If somebody had to brief you up before 

you had to make comments or a presentation someplace, you were a quick 

study. 

Thompson: Well, thatôs part of the mystique, and I thought Iôd keep that going. (laughter) 

I guess I am. I can take a briefing paper, scan it, and act like I wrote it, buté 

And the longer you serve, the sharper your instincts. Usually your instincts are 

what at least lead you into the problem and its eventual solution, and you get 

better at that. I find myself today in the law firm talking to a young associate, 

whoôs perhaps in his fifth year, sixth year. He will  bring me a problem, and 

weôll start talking about it. And after fifty-five years, Iôve got an instinct for 

some of these things, and we get right quickly to both the issue and its 

contours, and to an eventual solution. I can get there faster than he can. 

DePue: One of the things we havenôt talked about yet, Governor, is political 

philosophy. How would you describe yourself in 1975 and 1976, in terms of a 

political philosophy? 

Thompson: Probably didnôt have one. 

DePue: Let me break it down in a way that sometimes people break it down today, 

(Thompson laughs) and letôs start with fiscal issues. 

Thompson: Oh, thatôs all acquired. I didnôt have any idea of fiscal issues in ó75, ó76. I was 

introducing myself to the state! They were introducing themselves to me. I 

was listening to their problems and issues and questions. Nobody was asking 

me about my philosophy back in ó75, ó76. That came later. 

DePue: Wasnôt part of introducing yourself going and talking to editorial boards 

across the state? 

Thompson: Sure! 

DePue: Didnôt they ask those kinds of questions? 

Thompson: No. 

DePue: They didnôt? 

Thompson: No. Youôd go to Rockford and theyôd say, ñWhen are you going to get Route 

51 done?ò 
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DePue: Didnôt they ask you your position on a variety of issues? 

Thompson: Sure, they did. 

DePue: Well, letôs take that approach, then. 

Thompson: They didnôt ask whether I was conservative or liberal, or fiscally prudent, orð

no, no, no. That came later, and it didnôt come from voters and it didnôt come 

from editorial boards, it came from academicsðnot academics, thatôs not the 

right word, but from panel discussions, from interviews. The interviewer 

would say, ñNow, how would you describe yourself? Are you conservative or 

a liberal? Some people have called you a liberal.ò Iôd say, ñFirst of all, those 

labels donôt really mean anything, unless you tell me what the issue is.ò And 

by that time, I had my routine. 

DePue: This was later on in your governorship? 

Thompson: Yeah. 

DePue: Is this a way of saying that, boy, have things changed in American politics 

since you were first running for governor? 

Thompson: Oh, yeah, absolutely. No question about that. I mean, you see Eric Cantor 

defeated because he wasnôt conservative enough? Well, probably because he 

wasnôt crazy enough, not whether he was conservative enough. He sure was 

conservative.15 So my response would always be, ñTell me what the issue is, 

and Iôll tell you whether Iôm conservative or liberal, if that has any meaning.ò 

If the issue is law enforcement, Iôm conservative. If itôs fiscal matters, Iôm 

conservative. If the issue is peopleôs rights, Iôm liberal. Thatôs what I am. 

Social issues, Iôm liberal. Fiscal issues, Iôm conservative. Law enforcement 

issues, Iôm conservative. Thatôs me. So you canôt say Iôm a liberal or a 

conservative. 

DePue: What were the issues of the campaign? 

Thompson: Hereôs the issues of the campaign, as I recall them: People were tired of the 

fight in Springfield, and the issue was, do you want Jim Thompson or Mike 

Howlett? That was the issue, statewide. A lot of local issues. I remember 

being dragged into a group of people who were opposed to the Crosstown 

Expressway in Chicago, and they wanted to know what my position was, and 

by God, they were going to get the answer out of me. Meeting on the West 

Side of the city, I think. I listened to their arguments against it, and I knew 

what the arguments were for it from the press and the city. There was a 

blackboard up in front, and I said, ñWell, hereôs my answer to the Crosstown 

Expressway.ò And I wrote, ñNo.ò Big cheers went up. So that kind of issue, 

 
15 Reference to political newcomer Dave Bratôs shocking defeat of Eric Cantor, the incumbent House minority 

leader, in the 2014 Republican primary election for Virginiaôs 7th Congressional District. 
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you would mark yourself. 

 

 Or you go downstate, Danville, where the big issue was the Vermilion 

River. Could it be dammed, or should it be free-flowing? This was an 

environmental versus commercial. So I get put down there, and Skilbeck, the 

master of stagecraft, has got me in a canoe! And heôs got the press on a 

flatbed truck up on the bluff. Iôm to paddle down the Vermilion to answer the 

question, Would the Middle Fork of the Vermilion River be wild and free-

flowing forever, or could you dam it up for the commercial interests? I was 

there to give my decision, and I couldnôt give my decision without 

experiencing it firsthand, the free-flowing Vermilion River, in a canoe.16  

 

 Two things: After we got about twenty feet down the river, the young 

kid who was with me in the canoeðsince nobody was foolish enough to put 

me in a canoe by myselfðsaid, ñYouôre holding the paddle wrong!ò 

(laughter) And thereôs the press up there! I quickly switched to what he 

showed me. Then we were going down the river, and Iôm observing the river 

 
16 Thompsonôs schedule has him taking this ñSplash and Paddle Tripò on May 24, 1976. First he met with 

proponents of the dam, including the Vermilion County Conservation District board of trustees and Danville 

mayor Dave Palmer. An hour later, he paddled with dam opponents to Saddle Barn on the Hill, where they 

presented their case. The trip was important for another reason: one of the dam opponents Thompson met was 

Mike Witte, a graduate student at the University of Illinois, who Thompson later tapped to be his first director 

of conservation. In Witteôs telling of this event, he organized it and was the person in Thompsonôs canoe. He 

also ended up favorably impressed by the soon-to-be governor. Going into the event, he saw Thompson as ñthis 

Republican who doesnôt know anything about downstate Illinois, and whoôs never been in a canoe, and whoôs 

worn a suit his whole life up in Chicago.ò Michael Witte, CEO Series, Adnewsonline, 

http://adnewsonline.com/ceo-series-michael-witte-ceo-of-alphagraphics/. Photo from Thompson Office Files. 
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is about four inches deep, and Iôm thinking to myself, Iôm going to kill 

Skilbeck! The wild, free-flowing Vermilion River! (laughs) Itôs a goddamned 

puddle, is what it is! I mean, who are we kidding here? Probably couldnôt get 

enough water if you dammed it up, right? Thereôs three forks to the 

Vermilion, and this was the Middle Fork. So I got to the end of my canoe ride. 

I announced that the Middle Fork of the Vermilion River should remain free-

flowing and wild forever, and thatôs where I stood. No dams. 

DePue: How did that play iné 

Thompson: To the few environmentalists who wanted that, that was fine. Most of the 

townspeople thought that was ridiculous, because they had lived with and 

used the Vermilion River; they knew better. I once did the same thing on the 

Fox River when I was governor. The environmentalists wanted bicycle paths 

along the Fox River out there in Kane County. And it was a big cause célèbre. 

Only problem was, their proposed bicycle paths ran right across peopleôs 

backyards, so I was in a canoe going down the Fox River to observe where 

bicycle paths would go. Thereôs a young kid doing the paddlingðI wasnôt 

trusted to paddle anymoreðand it later turned out to be Richard Roeper, now 

a famous columnist for the Chicago Sun-Times; he has taken over Roger 

Ebertôs spot as movie critic. He also has his own column. And there, in 

opposition to what the environmentalists wanted, I said, ñAbsolutely not. 

Weôre not having bicycle paths running across peopleôs backyards. Think of 

all the trouble that could bring.ò That was another Skilbeck-staged event. But 

really, really, the dominant issue in the first campaign was Thompson versus 

Howlett, and what that represented, and an end to the Walker days. 

 

 Now, funny enough, when Walker was defeated in the primary, he sent 

all his people over to my campaign. That was his revenge on Daley. (DePue 

laughs) So Victor deGrazia, the evil genius of the Walker campaign, came 

over to see me and said, ñOkay, our guys are coming with you, and they can 

be very helpful.ò And they were. They were. 

DePue: Actually physically rolling up their sleeves and helping you in the campaign? 

Thompson: Yeah, absolutely. Absolutely. Helping the campaign, working precincts, 

raising money. You bet. They were going to have their revenge on Richard 

Daley. 

DePue: Youôre going to have to tolerate a few issue questions from me, and we can go 

through these fairly quickly probably, unless you want to dwell on them a 

little bit more. The economy at the time was not doing the best. 

Thompson: No. 
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DePue: National unemployment was 7.7 percent, state rate was about 6 percent, so we 

were doing a little bit better. Thatôs different today. Inflation was in the high 

sixes. So jobs and economic development are part of the issues, I would think. 

Thompson: They were. 

DePue: What were you saying about that? 

Thompson: I said Illinois had to get stronger and healthier, and the way to do that was to 

have tight fiscal management of the state. 

DePue: A balanced budget? 

Thompson: A balanced budget. Well, the state constitution requires it, doesnôt it? 

DePue: Right. 

Thompson: And we had to play to the economic strengths of the state: our roads, our 

waterways, our airports, our utilitiesðelectrical, telephone; we didnôt have the 

Internet then. 

DePue: Was that during a time when nuclear power plants were being built? 

Thompson: Yeah, that became an issue. There was a determined minority in Illinois that 

didnôt want anything to do with nuclear power, and I struggled with that. If I 

recall correctly, in the end I said, ñHey, itôs the cheapest, cleanest form of 

power we can get. Power is important because it supports all the other 

economic strengths of the state.ò So there were subsets of issues dealing with 

the economy, but they were pretty common in every area of the state. 

DePue: Part of the fiscal picture is always going to be revenue and taxes. 

Thompson: Right. 

DePue: Were you making any definitive statements in reference to taxes? 

Thompson: No. 

DePue: Iôm sure people were asking about that. 

Thompson: I announced at the very beginning that I was running a no-promise campaign, 

and I stuck to that. And in the end, it didnôt matter. The election boiled down 

to a personality contest between me and Mike Howlett, and how the press 

descriptions of Howlett changed during the course of the campaign. While he 

was widely regarded at the beginningðbecause the press had grown up with 

Mike Howlett as secretary of state, and he was a good fellow, hail-fellow-

well-metðby the end of the campaign, he had so alienated the press that he 
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sort of destroyed himself. The depiction of him in the press just changed 

radically. He wrote the press off, so they wrote him off. All to my benefit. 

DePue: On crime and punishment, Iôm sure because of your prosecutorial background 

that you were running strong. 

Thompson: Yeah, and you didnôt have to really say it; people assumed it. 

DePue: Were you coming out in favor of the death penalty? Was that an issue? 

Thompson: I donôt think that was an issue. And if it was, I would have said at the time I 

was in favor of it. 

DePue: How about gun control? 

Thompson: That was never an issue. I took hold of that one early. We were out one day in 

some area west of Chicago, some small town somewhere, and I saw a firing 

range. We stopped, borrowed a gun, and fired off a few shots just for the hell 

of it. 

DePue: Handgun or a rifle? 

Thompson: Handgun. Look, I grew up in the era when every boy had a cowboy set, two 

cap guns in a holster, and you wore them. Thatôs what I grew up with. And 

my parents werenôt the kind who were saying, ñMy sonôs never going to have 

guns. Weôre not getting him any guns.ò So I said, ñSkilbeck, Iôve got an idea.ò 

And I forget what photographer was traveling with us that day. It might have 

been Ferguson. 

DePue: A campaign photographer? 

Thompson: Yeah. I said, ñSkilby, Iôm going to get up to this gun range and sight, like this. 

You tell him to get about ten feet in front of me, take that picture.ò And they 

did. The picture was from the other end of the barrel; you saw me with the 

gun, like this. Well, that picture went statewide. And there were no gun 

control advocates then, but that picture went statewide. Iôll tell you why I did 

it. I did it because I wanted to make sure that the people of downstate Illinois 

didnôt think I was some crazy guy from Chicago who was going to take away 

their guns. And when that picture hit downstate, you could just see the 

reaction, people talking about it. ñOh, I saw your picture in the paper with the 

gun, thatôs pretty cool.ò It was a very, very powerful thing, and I didnôt have 

to say a word. And I never did say a word. I just let the picture do the talking. 

I remember that, and I remember because it was my idea! (laughter) 

DePue: Youôve been critical of some of Skilbeckôs ideas, but this one you liked! 
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Thompson: Oh, I wasnôt critical of Skilbeckôs ideas, I was just, Why canôt I just go down 

and look at the river and come back up and make myðno, no, no, Iôve got to 

get in the canoe. 

DePue: I wanted to ask you about a couple of social issues that were playing at the 

time. Equal Rights Amendment. 

Thompson: Oh, God! 

DePue: It had passed Congress in 1972, so it immediately went out to the states. 

Youôve got to get thirty-eight states to ratify it. Illinois defeated it in the 

legislature, and Iôve heard some interesting stories why. It was defeated every 

year after 1972, partly because the Illinois state constitution said they had to 

have 60 percent for any kind of an amendment. At the time, that meant state 

amendments, but they applied that to the federal amendments as well.17 

Thompson: Yeah, I know. (sighs) ERA was the bane of my existence for a while. And it 

was all so unnecessary, and it was all so fake. Look, people knew from the 

beginning that I was in favor of the Equal Rights Amendment. I mean, how 

could you not be in favor of the Equal Rights Amendment? All it said was that 

men and women had equal rights. Now, I always thought, A, as a person, that 

was self-evident, and as a lawyer, the Fourteenth Amendment said equal 

protection, right? Thatôs all you needed. Why did you need an ERA? 

DePue: It is also a part of the Illinois state constitution of 1970. 

Thompson: Yeah. So who needed an ERA? You had the Fourteenth Amendment and you 

had the duplicate provision in the state constitution. Nevertheless, the 

womenôs groups had to have the ERA, okay? And political opinion in Illinois 

was split very deeply. But in my first campaign, it was irrelevant. Never 

became an issue. Iôll give you a symbol of that. I attended a fundraiser in 

Alton, held at the home of Phyllis Schlafly. Certainly no friend of ERA; in 

fact, one of the most vigorous campaigners against it. She was giving me this 

fundraiser in her home, in Alton. One of her neighbors ran the ERA campaign 

in Illinois. She attended the fundraiser. She parked her car, with the ERA 

license plate, in Phyllis Schlaflyôs driveway, and both women were there, both 

women contributed, and both women supported me throughout the campaign. 

Now, what better could you ask for than that? But in later years, oh my God! 

DePue: How about the other hot-button social issue of the last two or three decades, 

abortion, which had just become an issue because of the 1973 Roe v. Wade 

decision. 

Thompson: Yeah. 

 
17 On her regret for writing the three-fifths provision into the Illinois House rules, see Ann Lousin, interview by 

Mark DePue, October 8, 2013. 
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DePue: Was that an issue in this campaign? 

Thompson: In the first campaign? 

DePue: Yeah. 

Thompson: No. Later. But my position was clear from the outset. I was pro-choice. Had 

always been. But what I said to the pro-life people was, if you can pass 

through the legislature bills that are not unconstitutional by my reading of 

Roe v. Wade, Iôll sign them. And that was my position from the beginning. 

This wasnôt an issue in the first campaign, but subsequently as governor, the 

legislature at that time was way pro-life in both parties. So they passed these 

blatantly unconstitutional statues. 

A pattern developed: Theyôd pass these statutes by an overwhelming 

margin. Theyôd come to me, Iôd veto them, and Iôd write a veto message 

saying why they were unconstitutional. Theyôd go back to the House and 

Senate, and my veto would be overridden by the same overwhelming margin. 

Then the pro-choice people would go, usually the ACLU [American Civil 

Liberties Union], to the federal district court, and sue that they were 

unconstitutional. And after a hearing, the federal district judge would decide 

they were unconstitutional, citing my opinion. Result? Issue settled until the 

next time, everybody happy. Why was everybody happy? Because the pro-life 

people got their statutes passed; it was only the governor and the evil federal 

judge that stood in their way, but by God, they passed them. The pro-choice 

people were happy because they won in the end. 

DePue: Do you remember some of the constitutional issues that caused these to go 

down? Anything in particular? 

Thompson: No, the real issue was whether in light of Roe v. Wade and its reasoning, you 

could do these things. 

DePue: This is getting ahead of the story on my side as well, but having just talked to 

Michael Bakalis, who you ran against in ó78, he boiled it down to an issue of 

whether or not the state or the federal government could pay for abortions. He 

stated that he was opposed to that, and that you were for that.18 

Thompson: Well, I was for it for people who were too poor to pay, yeah. 

DePue: Okay. But that was not an issue in ó76? 

Thompson: No. There were no real issues in ó76. 

 
18 Bakalis, June 10, 2014. 
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DePue: You mentioned a few minutes ago that you were making the contrast between 

yourself and Howlett. But earlier in our conversation today, you were making 

the connection with Daley, that you were really running against Daley running 

the state. 

Thompson: Correct. That was a big issue downstate. Itôs still a big issue today. But back 

then, it certainly was; it was a very livewire issue downstate, and it was 

particularly acute because 

everybody downstate knew 

that Daley had forced Mike 

Howlett to run when he 

didnôt want to run, and 

Daley had beaten Walker 

with his candidate for 

governor to get total 

control of the state of 

Illinois. 19 Now, I think 

thatôs a very potent issue, 

and I played that to the hilt 

because I wasnôt going to campaign against Howlett. He was my friend, and I 

never said a cross word about him. And the same from him. 

DePue: He did not? 

Thompson: No. But Daley was a good target. And the more Daley came after me, the 

more I went after him. He didnôt understand that his attacks on me were going 

to backfire, even in the city of Chicago. Hell, I carried half the city of Chicago 

in the election, I carried twenty-five wards! Who are they kidding? 

DePue: Iôm going to bounce around here, but I wanted to finish this part of the 

conversation on issues. Would you agree that the campaign was really more 

about the image you were trying to portray, than the specific issues that were 

being discussed? 

Thompson: Sure. 

DePue: Going back into the 1975 timeframe, was there a point in time you thought 

you needed to lose some weight? 

Thompson: Sure. Everybody wants to look their best. 

DePue: I read someplace you had to lose something like forty pounds. 

 
19 Cartoon in Thompson Office Files. 
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Thompson: I didnôt have to, but I did. The first bag boy, Baiseôs predecessor, Dan 

Patterson, was a young banker just out of college who worked for 

Amalgamated Bank in Chicago. That was my bank. 

DePue: We might need to define ñbag boyò here, very quickly. 

Thompson: Travel aide. The guy who carries the bags. And none of them minded being 

called ñbag boy,ò except the current bag boy, who doesnôt like the title.20 He 

fancies himself an ñassistant to the governor,ò thatôs what his card says. 

(laughs) Heôs a travel aide, scheduler, driverðnot a bag boy. Thatôs just 

Johnôs notion. They were called bag boys back then, for that reason. Patterson 

was the first. 

 

 Back when I didnôt have a lot of staff, I first started out driving myself. 

I got a campaign car from a friend of mine by the name of Frank Morrow, 

who had a big dealership up in the north suburbs.  Iôd drive to various 

locations. I think I got in one accident, and I had a near miss on nine or ten 

others because I was preoccupied, as you might imagine. And I was driving 

solo. Bad idea! I was talking to Gene Heytow, who ran Amalgamated Bank, a 

friend of mine. And I said, ñIôve got to get some more staff.ò He said, ñYouôre 

driving your own car? Thatôs crazy!ò I said, ñI know!ò So he said, ñI got a 

young guy I just hired out of college. Iôm going to give him to you for the 

balance of the campaign.ò That turned out to be Patterson. So Patterson 

became the first travel aide, bag boy. And he was the driver. Weôre going 

along one day, up the Kennedy, and he says to me, ñThat sign up there, what 

does that say?ò And I said, ñYou canôt see that?ò He said, ñNo. I donôt have 

my contacts in, and I didnôt bring any glasses.ò I said, ñOh, this is great. You 

drive and Iôll read the signs.ò (DePue laughs) From that day forward, he wore 

his contacts. He and I went all over the state. 

 

  He was also a physical fitness nut. I wanted to lose some weight, and 

he lived at McClurg, which is a housing facility over in Streeterville, in 

Chicago. And he was a member of the health club downstairs. He took me 

over there. And I got this great idea: I should take tennis lessons, be good for 

me. So I went upstairs, and a guy named Max Davidson was the tennis pro up 

there. We had one lesson, after which he said to me, ñLook, youôre never 

going to be a tennis player. I want you to go downstairs to the racquetball 

courts. And if you donôt tell anybody I tried to teach you tennis, I wonôt tell 

anybody you tried and failed to learn.ò I said, ñOkay.ò 

 

 So I went down to the racquetball courts. Patterson was a good 

racquetball player. He taught me how to play racquetball, and then he put me 

on a regimen, working out: running, working on the weight machines, 

working on the free weights, doing all kinds of exercises, and playing a lot of 

racquetball. And when we went to events where they were serving alcohol, 

 
20 John Frier. 
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somebody would come up to me, ñDo you want a drink?ò ñSure, Iôll have a 

Jack Daniels.ò Iôd take a sip, and Iôd be standing there talking to someone. 

Patterson would come up to me and say, ñExcuse me, sir, may I refill that for 

you?ò Heôd take the glass, and Iôd never see him again until the end of the 

event. 

So under that regime, lots of racquetball; even when we were on the 

road, we brought the racquetball equipment with us. And I learned how to be a 

B player. I had never been an athlete, not in grade school, not in high school, 

not in college, never. I wasnôt any good at it. But I became good at 

racquetball, partly because Iôm tall, so Iôve got a great reach, and because I 

played it so much. It became like riding a bicycle; once you learn, you learn. 

Weôd play almost every day. And that was true, no matter where we were in 

the state. I was probably 230, 235ðI wasnôt fatðbut under that regime, I 

went down to 190. And people started to say, ñAre you sick? Is he sick?ò 

Because I was so thin! I thought, This is crazy, I donôt want people thinking 

Iôm sick. So I went back up to 220, and that was an ideal weight. If you look 

at my pictures from the first campaign, I look pretty good, you know? And I 

stayed that way, partly through my own willpower, but partly because of Dan. 

He just kept me that way. 

DePue: Remind me again, your height? 

Thompson: I was six-six then. After being governor for fourteen years and being beaten 

down by people, and being old, probably about six-four now. 

DePue: In terms of the early part of the campaign again, August 1975, there was some 

criticism in the Chicago Daily News of you at the state fair versus Dan Walker 

at the state fair: ñWalker seldom walks from one point to another at the fair 

without shaking most of the hands in between. With 98 percent name 

recognition, he can simply say, óHi, Iôm Dan!ô But Thompson was seen 

committing a political boo-boo, walking from the fairôs coliseum to the 

Republican tent without glad-handing anyone, and with 55 percent name 

recognition, most of it in the Chicago area, he cannot expect downstate fair 

goers to stop and stare the way they did when Walker goes by.ò And I think 

Iôve got a picture of you in a tie at the state fair. Now, you just told me a few 

minutes ago that that wasnôt how you went to the fair, so do you think there 

was a learning curve in terms of how to present yourself and how to campaign 

early on? 

Thompson: Sure, absolutely. 

DePue: Remember anything in terms of that evolution, that kind of stands out? 

Thompson: It goes in fits and starts. I had a primary opponent, Richard Cooper, who 

invented Weight Watchers. He was a very successful business guy, and he 

was a multimillionaire. 



James Thompson  Interview # IST-A-L-2013-054.06 

 

213 

DePue: Would he have been characterized as a conservative? 

Thompson: Yes. He would have been characterized as more conservative than I was. And 

one day, we met at the same event; it was a picnic in a town near Decatur. It 

was a famous picnic, because the theme was the pies that the local Republican 

housewives made and brought to the picnic. That was the big deal, thatôs what 

it was known for. I was there, and I had a coat and tie on because I was 

wearing a suit. And up rolls this big, long limousine, Richard Cooper coming 

to the same event. He gets out, and heôs bedecked; heôs got a coat and tie and 

vest on, as I recall. And I took one look at him, and I thought, Oh, no, no, no, 

no. 

I took my coat offðhanded that off to Patterson, I guessðtook my tie 

down, rolled up my shirt sleeves, and thatôs how we appeared up on the 

platform: me dressed like that, Cooper dressed as he was when he rolled in 

with the limousine. We both made our speeches. I thought his first strike was 

rolling up in this limousine to this basically farm crowd, but in his speech, in 

an attempt to appear humorous, he wagged his finger at the audience and 

talked about the fact that they shouldnôt be eating all of these pies, because he 

was from Weight Watchers, and you know youôve got to watch your weight, 

going at those pies. And Iôm thinking, Oh, my God, thatôs just like standing up 

there and declaring that youôre a communist! (DePue laughs) The whole 

theme of this picnic is the pies, and now youôve insulted the ladies who made 

the pies, and youôve insulted the people who are out there eating the pies as 

you spoke, implying that theyôre fat! That was the end of that. He got in his 

limousine and drove away, and I stayed behind for a while. And as I saw his 

car pull out, I saw the bumper sticker on the back of his car. It said, ñWeight 

Watchers are losers too,ò and I thought, Got that right! (DePue laughs) That 

was the end of Richard Cooper. 

 

 The only other story about Richard Cooper, who afterwards became a 

good friend of mine and is a nice guy: there were some county chairman who 

I hadnôt yet visited early in the campaign. Theyôd call up and say, ñWell, 

Richard Cooper was just here, and he sounds pretty good. I donôt know, I 

havenôt heard from your guy, Thompson.ò So they were wedging me with 

Cooper, who they never in their wildest dreams would have endorsed. 

(laughs) 

DePue: Did you focus on Walker in the primary, and not Cooper? 

Thompson: No, I really didnôt focus on Walker. I didnôt attack anybody. I just went out 

and introduced myself to the state of Illinois. Because if you remember, at one 

point when I was the candidate, I went down to Springfield to try and help 

Walker on his education bill. He vetoed some funding out of education to hold 

the line fiscally, and the Democrats thought, Oh, weôll just stick another finger 

in his eye and override him, throw his budget out of balance. And I went 

down there as a citizen to say, ñThe governorôs right!ò So there was never any 
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real contention between me and Walker, thatôs not what my campaign was 

about. 

DePue: I want to finish off today with the primary campaign at that point, and then 

weôll pick up later, because weôre already past two hours. 

Thompson: Iôve got a hell of a political bladder, donôt I? 

DePue: Do you need to take a break, Governor? 

Thompson: No, not yet. 

DePue: I wanted to ask what you did early to really introduce yourself. Specifically, 

the things I would think of doing are the editorial board circuit, Lincoln Day 

dinners, state fair, county fairs, those kinds of things. Were all of those part of 

the strategy early on? 

Thompson: Sure. And it literally all focused on downstate Illinois. I was known in 

Chicago, I was known in the suburbs, and I was favorably regarded there. I 

didnôt need to spend a lot of time there. Iôd come back to Chicago and the 

suburbs at the end of the campaign. I could afford to spend the bulk of the 

campaign downstate, and in fact, I had to spend the bulk of the campaign 

downstate. So it evolvedé Did I tell you the story, or have you heard the 

story about my going down to one of those towns on the Illinois River? Down 

in the Alton area, but it wasnôt Alton. 

DePue: That would put you close to Calhoun County. 

Thompson: It wasnôt Calhoun, there was another one. It was a Republican county. I had 

never been there, and this was real, real early in the campaign, ó75. I went 

down there, and I had arranged, or Gilbert had arranged, for me to meet this 

reporter from either the Alton Telegraph or the St. Louis Globe-Democrat. He 

hops in the car, and weôre going to spend a good part of the day campaigning. 

Heôs there to observe me. So I go first, as you might suspect, to the 

courthouse, since it was all controlled by Republican office holdersðsheriff, 

stateôs attorney, county clerk. I went in there and shook hands all around in 

the courthouse. Then I said, ñLetôs go downtown and meet some voters.ò He 

said, ñFine.ò 

 

 We drove downtown, and I picked out a street corner and put myself 

out there on the street corner. People would walk by, Iôd nod and say, ñGood 

morning,ò and theyôd say, ñGood morning,ò and then keep walking. So after 

about ten minutes of this, he came over to me and said, ñWhen are you going 

to start campaigning?ò I said, ñI am campaigning.ò He said, ñWell, to 

campaign, youôve got to meet people and talk to them.ò I said, ñStop them on 

the street?ò Iôm thinking, Thatôs like an arrest, right? (DePue laughs) Iôm 

thinking like law enforcement, you stop somebody on the street, itôs an arrest. 

He said, ñYeah! Go back out there!ò I said, ñOkay.ò 
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 The first guy came along, and I said, ñHi, Iôm Jim Thompson.ò The 

guy said, ñYes?ò ñWell, I, ah, Iôm running for governor.ò ñOkay.ò That was it. 

I eventually learned to stop them and say, ñHi, my nameôs Jim Thompson, Iôm 

running for governor; I hope youôll support me,ò or, ñI hope youôll help me.ò 

And people would say, ñYes, sure, Iôm for you,ò or theyôd say, ñWell, Iôll 

see.ò Along came this guy, and I said, ñHi, my nameôs Jim Thompson, Iôm 

running for governor.ò By now, Iôm really practiced at the hand out, the 

delivery, Iôm into it, right? 

He said, ñWhat party are you?ò I said, ñWhat?ò He said, ñWhat party 

are you?ò I said, ñIôm sorry, I didnôt quite understand what you were saying.ò 

He said, ñWhat party are you?ò I said, ñIôm a Republican.ò He said, 

ñWouldnôt vote for a Republican,ò and went on. And I thought, Thatôs a piss-

poor attitude, give me a chance! Well, that was my discovery of the yellow 

dog Democrat, right? Vote for a yellow dog before heôd vote for a 

Republican. (laughs) That was the only guy like that, that day. All the rest 

were cheerful and encouraging, and so we did fine. 

DePue: Is that how you found out what was on their mind oftentimes? 

Thompson: Absolutely. Theyôd tell you, especially if they had the time. If they were in a 

hurry, they didnôt; theyôd just be polite and move on. But yeah, I mean, you 

could tell. Or you could go into a McDonaldôs, sit down, and thereôd be five 

farmers in there talking about the welfare queens in Chicago. They, of course, 

were the welfare queens of their area, because they were getting money from 

the government for not planting their crops, but that, you know, was different 

than the welfare queens of Chicago, soé (laughs) 

DePue: Later in the primary season, you got to the Lincoln Day circuit. 

Thompson: Yes. 

DePue: How was that different? What was that experience like? 

Thompson: That experience was good because you were spending time with people who 

were of your party and interested in supporting you, and who just wanted to 

get to know you as a person. And of course, I was a big Lincoln guy, so 

Lincoln Day dinners were easy for me. Iôd talk about Lincoln first, then Iôd 

switch into what I was about, what I thought the issues of the campaign were, 

and youôd end up by asking for their help. So that was sort of a natural forum 

for me. And at the same time, it helped me learn about that particular part of 

the state, who was who in the Republican organization, and who could be 

helpful and who was just talk. 

DePue: Eye-opening to meet all the county chairmen? 

Thompson: Oh, absolutely! 
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DePue: Any characters that stick with you? 

Thompson: Oh, there were. Guys who had been in office a long time, you know, thought 

they knew everything, and they probably did. And they were out to tell the 

candidate what he should do and shouldnôt do. Patronage was going strong 

then, and that was the county chairmanôs life blood; that was what made the 

local Republican Party cohesive, the jobs, as well as the issues. It was a 

combination of jobs and issues that drove party cohesion. Now, of course, 

thatôs all gone, except among older people. 

DePue: How about doing the newspaper editorial boards? Did they reach out to you, 

or did you reach out to them? 

Thompson: We reached out to them. I think that was a combination of Gilbert and 

Skilbeck. And it made sense. While in fact, at least in Chicago, the surveys 

had attempted to show that only 3 percent of the people who read newspapers 

read the editorials, I suspect downstate it was larger than that. Editorial boards 

downstate were more important. Iôve always chided editorial writers in 

Chicago, ñIf you think thatôs so important, why donôt you put it on your front 

page? You used to have front page editorials, back in the day, when you felt 

strongly. Put it on the front page, then people will read it.ò 

DePue: When newspapers were more out front about what their political leanings 

were in the first place? 

Thompson: Absolutely. 

DePue: Was the Tribune still very much in the Republican fold at the time? 

Thompson: Oh, absolutely. Sun-Times more to the other side, but not always. 

DePue: Do you think cultivating the press like that worked to your behalf? 

Thompson: Yeah, since a lot of times, reporters sat in on the editorial board sessions. It 

wasnôt just the editorial writers. A favorable impression at an editorial board, 

and the reporter getting to know you personally by meeting you there, could 

color later stories that he wrote, sure. Be human nature, I think. It was nothing 

overt on either side, it was just human nature.21 

DePue: A couple more quick questions that deal with your early stages in preparation. 

Youôve got to find a running mate. Can you walk me through that real quick? 

Thompson: There were several. Dave OôNeal, the Republican sheriff of St. Clair County; 

kind of a cowboy kind of guy, but likeable. There was this woman from 

 
21 For Baileyôs use of the cascade of endorsements to create a ñcrawlò in Thompsonôs political ads, see Fletcher, 

interview by Mike Czaplicki, February 16, 2015. 
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Chicago who lived on the West Side. She was Italian. She was, if not then, 

later a state legislator.22 

DePue: I know that the state constitution changed how the lieutenant governor 

position was run. Was this before that went into effect? 

Thompson: It was before that. 

DePue: So they were running on their own. 

Thompson: They were on their own. I kind of favored OôNeal, because I thought this 

woman was going to be her own person in the lieutenant governorôs office 

instead of being part of the team. So I was for OôNeal. And I remember one of 

the guys at the Tribune, I think it was on the editorial board, called me up and 

said, ñWho do you want?ò I said, ñOôNeal.ò They said, ñOkay,ò and they 

endorsed OôNeal. He had the papers downstate because he was local, and he 

had the Chicago Tribune because that was my ask. So he was elected. 

DePue: In terms of learning more about the way state government worked, and 

learning more about the fiscal status of the state, were you briefed by the 

comptrollerôs office? 

Thompson: No. 

DePue: I had understood that Bob Mandeville sat down with you at one point in 

time.23 

Thompson: Oh, he did, yeah. He became helpfulðI forgot he was in the comptrollerôs 

office. But he didnôt sit down as a representative of the comptroller. Who was 

the comptroller then, was that Lindberg? 

DePue: George Lindberg. 

Thompson: Okay, so then he would have sent him over to be helpful to me, yeah. Thatôs 

correct. 

DePue: Anything you remember about that first meeting? 

Thompson: Not really. 

DePue: And one other name I wanted to ask you about, Paula Wolff. I donôt know if 

she was involved with the campaign early on, or came on board after you 

were elected. 

 
22 OôNeal ran against Joan G. Anderson in the Republican primary. 
23 Robert Mandeville, interview by Mike Czaplicki, December 12, 2013, 84-85, and February 10, 2014, 88-89. 
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Thompson: My recollection is that she was not part of the campaign, but I could be wrong 

about that. She certainly came onto the administration and she was very 

influential. 

DePue: This is a presidential election year as well. 

Thompson: Yes. 

DePue: Iôm sure people were asking you in the primary season whether you were Ford 

or Reagan. 

Thompson: Ford. 

DePue: Did you elaborate on that? 

Thompson: I mean, he was the president of the United States. 

DePue: Youôre going to hate this characterization, but in terms of your particular 

political philosophy, or where youôre at in the spectrum, you were very much 

a moderate Republican, it sounds like. 

Thompson: Yeah. So I was for Ford, and he was the president. And he asked for my help. 

In fact, I was endorsed by every newspaper in the state, except one. I was not 

endorsed by the paper in St. Clair County. Ford was running in a very tough 

campaign. Illinois was a bellwether state; Illinois had voted right in the 

presidential campaign for sixty years. So goes Illinois, so goes the nation. And 

he wanted my help. 

He was having a big rally up at one of the shopping centers in the 

northern suburbs of Chicago, and he wanted me there to introduce him. And it 

conflicted with my appointment with the editorial board of this St. Clair 

County newspaper, and I had to choose. I chose going up there and helping 

the president. They were so mad at me, so mad at me, and the fact that I was 

going to be with the president of the United States didnôt matter to them. They 

were the most important thing in the world, right? What did they do? They 

endorsed Howlett for governor, and their own sheriff, Dave OôNeal for 

lieutenant governor. But you couldnôt do that, because once OôNeal was 

elected, he was on my team. Thatôs how nuts they were, just to spite me! 

(DePue laughs) It didnôt make any difference, because it was foolishness of 

the highest order; they were just acting out of anger. But it spoiled my record 

of me being endorsed by every newspaper in the state. Thatôs never happened 

to anybody, and I got them all but one. 

DePue: Did you spend any of your marketing money and TV time or radio time for 

the primary? 

Thompson: Oh, yeah. 
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DePue: To get yourself introduced to the public? 

Thompson: Yeah. In fact, those were the days when TV was a lot cheaper. And the first 

commercial we did was sort of introductory, this is who Jim Thompson is. It 

was five or six minutes long. Imagine that today. And this was not cable, this 

was regular TV. 

DePue: When there were only three networks out there. 

Thompson: Yeah. It didnôt cost a lot to do a five-minute commercial. You couldnôt do that 

today. And it was introductory. It started with me as a young boy: Hereôs Jim 

Thompson, born and raised West Side of Chicago, a young boy, went to 

Sunday school, later became a Sunday school teacher, and just took me on 

through my career as the guy who put people in jail. And that went only 

downstate, where the rates were a lot cheaper. And that was important, I think, 

because it was the first that a lot of those people ever heard of me. 

Later on, we had more sophisticated commercials, but the best one 

ever, best one ever, was a Bailey Deardourff commercial. They stationed me 

out in front of a bank in Oak Park, Illinois, at a busy intersection. People were 

coming back and forth into the bank, out of the bank, so I was stationed right 

there in front of the bank. And I would, as passersby came, stick out my hand 

and say, ñHey, Iôm Jim Thompson, Iôm running for governor; I hope I have 

your support.ò People would stop and talk, talk, talk, talk, talk, talk. And they 

were filming all the while, looking for something. And thatôs what we call a 

ñman on the street commercial.ò 

So this older lady comes up. I stick out my hand, and say, ñHi, Iôm 

Jim Thompson, Iôm running for governor.ò She says, ñIôve heard of you.ò 

Now, here I am, six feet six inches tall, sheôs about up to here on me. And Iôm 

bending over, you know, great picture. We talked a little more, and she said, 

ñIôm going to vote for you.ò And I said, ñWhy is that?ò And she said, 

ñBecause I think youôre honest.ò Well, she became the star of the commercial. 

She was the last one shown, and the commercial ended with a freeze frame on 

her and me, after she said, ñBecause I think youôre honest.ò Looking up at me, 

like this. You know? (DePue laughs) Powerful stuff. The only problem was, 

they forgot to get her to sign the waiver of using her in the commercial. And 

they realized the next day at the headquarters, ñWe didnôt get her release!ò So 

what did we do? We stationed a crew in front of that bank for the next three 

weeks, looking for her! Never found her, and finally decided, Itôs too good, 

weôve got to use it. Weôll deal with any objections later, but weôve got to use 
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it. And we used it. Very powerful commercial, very powerful. And she was 

never seen or heard from again. But it was just an incredible piece of 

campaign photography and commercial message.24  

DePue: Dave Gilbert did give me some videos of your early commercials, and I think 

thatôs one of them. Weôre going to post these commercials up on the website, 

so hopefully we can get some of the opposition advertisements as well. 

Thompson: Mm-hmm. 

 
24 Gilbert and Fletcher also recalled this as a key moment in the campaign. Gilbert called it, ñmoney in the 

bank,ò while Fletcher said the commercial ñwas the greatest thing that I was ever a part of in terms of 

creativity.ò David Gilbert, interview by Mark DePue, March 26, 2014, and Jim Fletcher, interview by Mike 

Czaplicki, February 9, 2015. Bailey laid out a detailed schedule for filming December 3ï4, 1975 Photo is from 

Thompsonôs schedule for December 3, Thompson Office Files. 
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DePue: But I think weôve got that one. The election results, on primary election day, 

77.1 percent Thompson, 9 percent Cooper.25 

Thompson: Pretty good. 

DePue: Itôs an overwhelming victory. 

Thompson: Mm-hmm. 

DePue: I assume you werenôt worried at all about the primary day. 

Thompson: No. 

DePue: What was your reaction when you found out the results on the other side of 

the ledger? Michael Howlett, 48.1 percent, Dan Walker 41.7 percent. 

Thompson: I thought, This is going to be tough. Itôs one thing to run against Walker, who 

was a very polarizing politician and had his enemies in his own party. And I 

didnôt know what the reaction of the Daley people would be if Walker won. I 

donôt think theyôd help me, theyôd justðI donôt know what they would do. 

But Howlett won. And the Walker people were so unhappy, as I said, they got 

together and said, ñWeôll fix them in Chicago. Weôre going to support 

Thompson.ò And they did. DeGrazia rounded them up, and they were very 

good in influencing votes in certain parts of downstate Illinois. That was 

Walker territory. 

DePue: Thatôs probably a pretty good place to end for today, and weôve got the rest of 

the general electionðalthough you and I have been talking about that a lot. 

The next time we get together, weôll close up the ó76 election and get you into 

office. 

Thompson: Okay! 

DePue: Thank you very much, Governor. 

Thompson: My pleasure. 

(end of interview #6) 

  

 
25 DePue is citing Thompsonôs share of the total Republican ballots cast. Thompsonôs share of the Republican 

gubernatorial primary votes cast was 86.4 percent, while Cooper picked up 13.5 percent. State of Illinois, 

Official Vote Cast at the Primary Election, March 16, 1976. 
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DePue: Today is Wednesday, July 30, 2014. My name is Mark DePue, director of oral 

history at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. And today weôre about 

ready to start the seventh session with Gov. Jim Thompson. Good afternoon, 

Governor. 

Thompson: I hope I live long enough to complete this odyssey. 

DePue: Me too! (Thompson laughs) But there are so many interesting things for us to 

talk about. Last time, we got through most of the ô76 gubernatorial election. 

We got you through the primary and talked a lot about the general election as 

it was going along, but Iôve got some more questions for you. And I guess Iôm 

going to start with the hope that youôre going to tell some colorful stories from 

the campaign trail in 1976. 

Thompson: Baise has told them all. 

DePue: He has told some great stories. 

Thompson: Only half are true. 

DePue: (laughs) How about some parades? Any parades that you remember in 

particular? 

Thompson: There are two I remember in particular. The German American parade in 

Chicago, in October ó75. That was probably longest day of the campaign. I 
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was up early for a 6:00 breakfast and photo shoot with People Magazine in 

our house on Fullerton Avenue in Chicago. And then I had to argue a case in 

the appellate court; then I had to make three or four appearances; and then I 

had to march in the Octoberfest parade! And it was cold as hell. Weôre 

marching down State Street, and I thought, Boy, governing canôt be as hard as 

this! Tough day. 

 

 The other one I remember is July 4, 1976. I did four parades that day, 

starting in the suburbs and into Chicago, then down in Vrdolyakôs ward in the 

steel mill area, and then to the adjoining suburb.26 And thatôs where the people 

down in South Chicago and the adjoining suburb developed the habit of 

handing me beers when I marched in their parade. They did two things, 

actually; they took pictures of their kids standing next to me year after year in 

the same spot, in effect using me as a giant measuring stick to show how their 

kids had grown, and they put these pictures up on the mantle in their houses. 

 

The other thing that the crowd did, mostly younger people, would be to hand 

me beers. Iôd march down the street, Iôd take a swig of beer, and Iôd pass it off 

to Skilbeck or one of the crew, and then people would give me another and 

another and another and another. So by the time I got through with that 

parade, I was pretty well (laughs) paraded out! But the affection that you get 

 
26 Edward Vrdolyak, 10th Ward alderman, who became president of the Chicago City Council in 1977 and later 

led half of the alderman in opposing Mayor Harold Washington during the Council Wars (1983-87). Slides 

from the July 4 parades are in Thompson Office Files. 
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from people like that, it was extraordinary. And it gave you some of the 

energy to go on, you know? Itôs a very emotional thing, drawing that affection 

out of the crowed. And it really buoys the spirit, especially as the campaign 

days get long in the summer and the fall. 

But one of 

the most beautiful 

was down in 

southern Illinois, 

where I hit town and 

was welcomed at the 

airport by the high 

school band. Then 

we went downtown, 

and the leaves were 

turning; they were 

beautiful. It was a 

great Saturday, I 

think, and we 

gathered in the 

square. The image is still in my mind, thinking, This is a perfect day in 

politics. The flag was flying, the sun was shining, the high school band was 

playing, everybody in town turned out to the town square, and I gave a 

speech. It was the closing days in the campaign, the last part of the fall, and I 

thought, This is magical! If you could have a movie or a picture of this, this is 

what American politics should really be like. 

 

 The other one that sticks in my mind was a Chicago parade. Daley was 

the mayor, and by God, he was going to lock up Chicago against me. And as 

you know, he took Tony Kerner before the county central committee in the 

closing days of the campaign to rev up the precinct captains. Iôm not sure that 

worked, but it got him some publicity. And in the end, it turned out I got 

twenty-five wards out of the fifty. So I split the wards in the vote, which was 

unheard of for a Republican.27 

 

 I got approached by, or somebody in my campaign staff knew Chicago 

firemen. And they said that if I would parade on the near west side of Chicago 

in the city during the day, they would have a Chicago Fire Department fire 

truck lead the parade. Now, Iôm thinking, Weôll all get thrown in jail, starting 

with the firemen, for doing this while the mayor is in charge. But by God, it 

happened! I didnôt ride on the fire truck, I was smart enough for that. But 

there we were, careening through the West Side just west of the Loop, in 

 
27 In the best general election performance of his four campaigns in Chicago, Thompson won twenty of the 

cityôs fifty wards, picking up 43.3 percent of the vote. He rolled up huge margins in the adjacent suburbs to 

defeat Michael Howlett by 330,342 votes (57.7 percent) in Cook County. State of Illinois, Official Vote Cast at 

the General Election, November 2, 1976. 
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ethnic neighborhoods, being led by a City of Chicago fire truck with all the 

firemen hanging on there, people hanging out of their windows, and crowds 

on the street. And I thought, At any minute, the squad cars are going to show 

up, and weôll all be hauled off. But they didnôt, and I thought that was an 

extraordinary demonstration of political courage by those firefighters. (laughs) 

DePue: Got a sense that there was an endorsement by the Chicago Fire Department 

for Jim Thompson? 

Thompson: Yeah, I guess so! Those were a few of the parades from the first campaign. 

DePue: One of the things you had a reputation for is dressing down to the occasion. In 

fact, weôll talk about this in the future with some of your other opponents as 

well, since both Bakalis and Stevenson kind of hesitated to be as willing to 

change their dress. I wonder if you could talk about that. 

Thompson: Well, itôs not so much of dressing down, as dressing appropriately. I still 

remember pictures of Mike Howlett going to county fairs in a three-piece suit 

and wingtips, and I thought, God, how out of place you look, Mike! And fair 

goers, none of whom are dressed like that, are going to look at you and think, 

Does he really understand us? Does he really know what weôre doing here? 

Does he understand agriculture? Does he understand agricultural exhibitions? 

What is this? So I went in jeans and a shirt and boots, which is what you 

should be wearing at a county fair, or a state fair in Springfield. Youôre going 

into animal barns, looking at the livestock. Youôre marching up and down a 

dusty fairway. It doesnôt make any sense to dress other than the way I was 

dressing. Political candidates who make foolish examples of themselves by 

not adopting the dress that people are using that day, I think, suffer for it. 

They raise questions about their empathy for, or their sympathy with, or their 

awareness of whatôs 

going on around 

them.28 

So it wasnôt a 

matter of dressing 

down. Same thing with 

a football game. You 

dress for a football 

game, like everybody 

else did. I think I 

rarely, if ever, wore a 

suit to a football game. 

Why would I do that? 

Same thing with 

 
28 Undated photo from Boxed Photos, Thompson Office Files. ñBillò inscribed the back of the photo, ñAs Doug 

Bailey reminded me, you always did have a way with the farmyard vote.ò 
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parades. That famous parade where Adlai showed up in a raincoat, carrying an 

umbrella and a briefcase and hat, and during the course of walking along with 

the reporter, managed to call himself a wimpðwhich was the headline the 

next dayðwas just terrible for him. But you look at a picture of that, and you 

think, My goodness; I mean, get into the spirit of it! Be appropriate. 

DePue: Did you have to expand your wardrobe a little bit in the process of running? 

Thompson: No, not at all. If youôre going to wear casual clothes to a casual event, I had 

plenty of casual clothes, and I had suits. I was a practicing lawyer, U.S. 

attorney, and the suits were my costume when I was U.S. attorney, so that 

wasnôt a problem. 

DePue: How about the penchant for t-shirts? Youôve mentioned that youôve got quite 

a collection of these t-shirts. 

Thompson: Itôs not so much that I would wear a t-shirtðI guess I did occasionallyðbut 

that people would give you t-shirts: if you visited school, get a t-shirt; if you 

visited a county fair or a state fair, people were handing you t-shirts; a 

groundbreaking, you might get a t-shirt; you could get a t-shirt almost 

anywhere. I mean, go in and do a radio interview in a downstate radio station, 

and theyôd give you the radioôs t-shirt. So it was a matter of accumulating this 

crazy collection of t-shirts, not so much wearing them. 

DePue: These werenôt, then, t-shirts that your own campaign was putting out? 

Thompson: Oh, yeah, we had t-shirts in the campaign that we handed out to Thompson 

supporters, or to people marching with me in the parade. But I didnôt wear 

those. 

DePue: How about this one, then, Governor? You just talked about dressing to the 

occasion. Was there also a factor of drinking to the occasion? 

Thompson: Drinking to the occasion? 

DePue: We just heard the story about drinking beer with the parade goers. 

Thompson: Yeah. But that wasnôt a deliberate thing on my part; that was on their part. 

They wanted to do that. And I thought it would be rude to refuse the beer 

when it was being offered, (laughs) because it was being offered in a very 

friendly, jubilant, happy fashion; theyôre parade watchers, they got their six-

pack in their ice chest. In my first campaign, I think, I went to one keg party at 

the University of Illinois, back when the drinking age was eighteen. And we 

raised a fair amount of money from kids, which always shocked me, that 

college kids would give you money. They certainly would give you beer, but 

not money. But they did! So I had a couple of beers with the guys on that 

occasion. And there might be other occasions where alcohol would be served, 

in an appropriate fashion. 
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DePue: If I can mention one story that Dave Gilbert passed along, and you can 

confirm or deny, then.29 

Thompson: Gilbert! 

DePue: And I think this was Peoria. It was outside a factory, early in the morningð 

Thompson: Oh, yeah. This was East Peoria. 

DePue: Factory workers were coming out, and you noticed that a healthy percentage 

of them were going into a bar across the street. You went into the bar, and 

they asked, ñWhat do you want?ò You said, ñIôll have what theyôre drinking,ò 

and that was a shot and a beer. 

Thompson: A shot and a beer. Absolutely. Thatôs one of the great, classic stories of not 

only that campaign, but every time I was in that city. I was in East Peoria. I 

was shaking hands at the Caterpillar gates, at the 6:00 a.m. shift change. So I 

was there early, shaking hands with the workers as they came out. Now, most 

of these guys were Democrats. They were UAW members. They might have 

been conservative, or maybe a little more conservative than their union 

leaders. Theyôre all blue-collar guys. People shaking hands at the shift change 

at Caterpillar gates is an old political custom down there; I wasnôt the first to 

do that. And I did notice them all after they passed by me, heading to the 

saloon. 

So when we finished shaking hands, when the shift change was 

essentially over, I followed them in there. I sat up in the bar, and the guy said, 

ñWhat do you want?ò And I said, ñWell, give me what theyôre having. What 

are they having?ò He said, ñA shot and a beer.ò I said, ñOkay.ò Now, this is 

6:30 in the morning, and forgetting that I had a long day, beginning with a 

speech to the Rotary after this morning interlude. The whole day just went on, 

and it was not easy. 

I saw this sign up behind the bar, and it said, ñAsk me about the 

Jimmy Carter sandwich.ò I said, ñWhatôs the Jimmy Carter sandwich?ò And 

he said, ñPeanut butter and baloney.ò I said, ñWhy?ò ñBecause heôs a peanut 

farmer and heôs full of baloney!ò Carter had been shaking hands at the shift-

change gates, and the secret service closed the saloon, thereby pissing off the 

saloon owner, Jugs Anthonyðwho became a dear friendðand pissing off the 

Caterpillar workers who couldnôt go into their favorite saloon to drink after 

the shift change.30 I said, ñIôd never do that,ò So, he [Anthony] took a liking to 

me. And every time I visited Peoria for the next fifteen years, I wouldnôt leave 

Peoria until I went to East Peoria, to that saloon. He made a rule that 

 
29 David Gilbert, interview by Mark DePue, March 27, 2014. 
30 Charles ñJugsò Anthony owned Anthonyôs. 
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whenever I was in the saloon, all drinks were on the house, as long as I was 

there. 

DePue: He was picking up the tab? 

Thompson: He was picking up the tab. Obviously, it gave me a lot of friends, right? 

(laughter) Heôd say, ñGovernorôs in the house, drinks are on the house!ò Iôd 

grab a drink, and Iôd go down and sit at a table of Cat workers. He was 

Lebanese, and he kept a bottle of Arak under the bar; that was a Lebanese 

liqueur, only this wasnôt from a distillery, this was homemade. It was pretty 

powerful. We soon developed a ritual where every new bag boy got his 

initiation at Jugs Anthonyôs; heôd have to sit at the bar and drink a glass of 

Arak. We were fast friends. 

I fell asleep on his lawn one time. We were visiting down there on 

Sunday, Jayne and I. He had a dinner for me and some friends. I had some 

Arak, and it was summer, and I said, ñIôve got to go out for some air.ò I sat 

down on his front lawn, and I think I dozed off. I woke up, and thereôs the 

state police standing over me, and a bunch of neighborhood kids standing over 

me, looking down at the governor! (laughter) Like Rip Van Winkle, right? But 

stuff like that was part of the joy, or the happiness of campaigning. 

DePue: How much did you enjoy being on the campaign trail? 

Thompson: I loved it. I really did. A lot of politicians donôt like to campaign. But a 

politician, or a political candidate, is a salesman. And the only way you can 

sell, apart from television advertising or radio advertising or interviews, is to 

campaign. A lot of candidates these days do less and less physical 

campaigning, a lot less of door-to-door campaigning or the meet and greets. 

And they rely on television, and they rely on negative commercials; define 

your opponent before he defines you. When I first started out, I did a lot of 

campaigning, so I was brand new at it. I learned how to do it. And it became a 

joy. 

I mean, I would get dropped off at Six Corners, and Iôd head into the 

Sears store and stand in the isles and shake hands, until they shuffled you out. 

(laughs) Or Iôd go into a K-Mart, and the manager would say, ñWe have a 

Blue Light special! Jim Thompson is here campaigning!ò (laughter) So I was 

the Blue Light special for half an hour.31 But Iôd go walking down a street in a 

neighborhood in Chicago, or in a town downstate, and Iôd go in and out of 

every store, shaking hands. Eventually, youôd draw a crowd. Iôd go into the 

beauty parlors, and the ladies were sitting there under the machines, getting 

their hair curled, and they were startled to see me shake hands with everyone. 

 
31 Six Corners is a large shopping area on the Northwest Side of Chicago at the intersection of Cicero and 

Milwaukee Avenues and Irving Park Road. 
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I once took a whole press corps into a steam bath in Chicago. It was a 

steam bath on Division Street. It was an old-time Russian steam bath; it went 

back to the twenties.32 We were street campaigning in Wicker Park, and we 

went charging in there. (laughs) These guys are sitting around, smoking 

cigars, playing cards. We ran into the steam room, and all the photographersô 

lenses fogged up, so that didnôt work very well. But it was theater: the press 

enjoyed it, I enjoyed it, the people enjoyed it. I was always a very physical 

campaigner, like Billy Clinton; you know, arm around the shoulder, 

handshake, squeeze. 

DePue: Is that your natural style anyway, or did you have to develop that? 

Thompson: I had to learn that. Yeah, I had to learn that, because before I got into this 

business, I was kind of a reserved person. 

DePue: What, a typical Midwestern kid? 

Thompson: Yeah. But once you learned it, it was great fun. It just was. Plunge into a 

crowd, shake hands. And you know, it does something very important. It gives 

people a sense of you, a sense of who you are and a sense of how you feel 

about them, which is really important. Itôs part of the job of building trust 

between the candidate and the voter. And you can build trust in a lot of ways. 

You can build affection in a lot of ways. You can build good feelings in a lot 

of ways, and itôs all part of that. 

Thatôs important, I think, because they know and you know that 

standing there on the sidewalk today, you couldnôt tell them what the 

challenges that might lie ahead for the state of Illinois and for its citizens 

would be in a year, or two years or three years. So they really had to trust you 

to find the right answer. Thatôs a very elemental part of politics. If they donôt 

trust you or they donôt like you, theyôre probably not going to vote for you, 

even though you may be, in terms of issues, more closely aligned than 

otherwise. If you donôt have the trust, you donôt have the bond, you donôt 

have the vote, it seems to me. 

DePue: What youôve been explaining here, and correct me if I get this characterization 

wrong, is that your focus is on the image youôre trying to portray more so than 

it is on policy issues. 

Thompson: Well, no, itôs part and parcel. You have to have the policy issues, for no other 

reason than to satisfy the press, which will peck you to death until you tell 

them what youôre going to do with X, Y or Z. Itôs one of the problems Rauner 

is having with his campaign now.33 Heôs being baited by the press. ñGive us 

your plan to overcome a six billion dollar budget deficit!ò Well, how the hell 

 
32 Most likely Division Street Russian and Turkish Baths at 1914 W. Division, which was in business from 1906 

until 2010. 
33 Republican Bruce Rauner, who went on to win the 2014 gubernatorial election in Illinois. 
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does he know? Heôs not the governor, heôs a candidate. He doesnôt have the 

Bureau of the Budget at his side. He doesnôt know what the legislature, which 

is Democratic, is going to do. How can he possibly tell them how heôs going 

to do that, right? 

But the press nibbles at him, or bites at him, or chews on him until 

they force him to do it. Then you come up with a grab-bag list of things, and 

itôs not satisfactory to them, itôs probably not satisfactory to you, and it 

doesnôt tell the voters much at all. And it contains some traps. I mean, when 

Rauner was pushed into doing a tax program of sorts, he said of the service 

tax, ñOkay, thatôs a fair, legitimate thing.ò Quinn was for that at one time, but 

now, of course, he beats Rauner over the head with it. But he says, ñAnd I 

would be willing to consider taxing social security.ò (pounding noise) Give 

me a break! You see the ads that are running now? ñRauner went through 

loopholes to avoid paying social security tax on his income, but he wants to 

tax yours.ò Thereôs a sucker punch if I ever saw one, you know? 

So, yeah, you got to do policy. I did it in my first campaign. I was 

asked at a meeting whether I was for or against the Crosstown Expressway, 

and I listened to people, and finally came out against the Crosstown 

Expressway. So I did that. And I took other positions. But itôs just as 

important to give people a sense of who you are, not just what you believe in. 

DePue: When youôre in Jugs Anthonyôs, would policy issues come up? 

Thompson: Never. (DePue laughs) Never! They wanted to know youôre a good guy, you 

understood them; you talked about baseball, or whatever, farming. They 

didnôt talk about policy in a saloon, never. 

DePue: Now, I have heard a couple of stories that you didnôt back away from being a 

Cubs fan. 

Thompson: No, I didnôt. Got myself booed in St. Louis, if thatôs what youôre talking 

about. Went down there to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of Jack Buck, the 

St. Louis Cardinalsô announcer. I was governor then, and they brought me out 

onto the field. I shook hands with Jack Buck, and gave him some award from 

me and the people of Illinois, because a lot of downstaters are Cardinals fans. 

And I donôt know why I was feeling devilish, which happens every once in a 

while. I had the microphone, and the place was jammed, of course; not a seat 

to be had. So between games of a doubleheaderð 

DePue: Cards and Cubs? 

Thompson: Yeah. I said, ñIôm a Cubs fan!òðthis roar of boos came out, and my staff is 

looking at me like Iôm dementedðñAnd Iôll always be a Cubs fan. Iôm living 

as a Cubs fan, and Iôll die as a Cubs fan!ò And the place just went nuts. Just 

went nuts. I did it again at a signing ceremony raising the drinking age from 

eighteen to twenty-one. I shouldnôt have done this, but I signed it on the 
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sidelines of a University of Illinois football game. That was daring, right? 

(DePue laughs) And when they announced what I was doing, this huge wave 

of boos came out. I just lifted a glass and said, ñAnd hereôs to you.ò (laughs) 

The staff was yelling at me foré I didnôt do too many of those. 

DePue: Youôre new to the press at this time. How did they treat you in that ô76 

election? 

Thompson: Wonderfully! Treated me better in the 1976 election than they have since. I 

was a new candidate, there were a lot of young reporters on a campaign trail, 

and itôs back when the press covered governorôs races much more closely than 

they do now. I mean, I lugged around the press corps almost every day in the 

closing months of the campaign. I had to rent an RV to haul them around in. 

Iôd be in the RV with them all day long, and weôre drinking beer, and weôre 

singing songs.34 

In the meantime, Howlett is fighting with the press and not letting 

them on his campaign bus. They had to rent cars and chase him. Well, you 

know what kind of stories they wrote about that, and you know what kind of 

stories they wrote about me. It was really a wonderful relationship. They were 

clearly my fans, as I say, because a lot of them were young, and they hadnôt 

seen a candidate like me. I remember one Halloween in that first campaign 

when I showed up at the campaign bus, and the press corps, about twenty of 

them, all had Jim Thompson masks that they were wearing!35  

DePue: Somebody had 

actually 

manufactured 

Jim Thompson 

masks? 

Thompson: Yeah. They had 

taken a photo of 

mine, blown up 

the face, cut out 

masks, and put 

elastics bands on 

it. When I 

showed up at my 

trailer, they all jumped out with their masks on. They thought that was 

wonderful, and I thought that was wonderful! Now, that was a very 

affectionate thing to do, and there are pictures of me standing in front of the 

group of reporters with the masks. 

 
34 Thompsonôs Democratic predecessor, Dan Walker, was critical of Thompsonôs camaraderie with the press 

corps. See Dan Walker, interview by Mark DePue, August 22, 2007, 81. 
35 Undated photo of Thompson in a later campaign shows the joke persisted. Boxed Photos, Thompson Office 

Files. 
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 One time, in southern Illinois, we were headed down to the gospel 

sing. I believe it was at Metropolis. This Republican county chairman down 

there, Bob Winchester, put on this gospel sing, and I was going to speak at it. I 

was riding with my press corps down there, we had a few beers, and they said, 

ñWeôre going to write your speech, but only if you agree to give it exactly as 

we write it.ò I said, ñSure, Iôll do that,ò so they wrote the speech in the back of 

the bus. I gave it, and it was a hell of a speech! And I was doing cadence and 

the rhythm of the southern preacher, but I delivered it word for word. When 

would that happen in politics today, that a young press corps would write your 

speech, and youôd deliver it at a gospel sing? That wouldnôt happen today. 

DePue: Why did they make you promise? Because you had the reputation for 

adlibbing? 

Thompson: No, if they were going to go through the trouble of writing, they wanted to 

make sure I delivered it. I said, ñSure, thatôs a deal.ò 

DePue: How did it go over? 

Thompson: It went over fine. Days like thatðwhether itôs with the press corps, or with 

voters, crowds at campaign events, paradesðare the stuff of politics, and they 

are very important to a candidate. At least they were important to me. And 

they just affirmed my faith in the people of Illinois, and I hope they affirmed 

their faith in me. If you looked at the election results, you would think that it 

did; to win by a million six, unheard of! 

DePue: Your opponent, Michael Howlett, I understand made allegations that all of 

this, what weôve just been talking about for the last half an hour, was just for 

show, that you were a phony. 

Thompson: I donôt think he ever said I was a phony. Remember, he was a friend of mine, 

and had supported me running for governor before Daley made him run for 

governor, and had furnished my campaign office; so he wasnôt going to call 

names. But every once in a while, heôd say goofy things like, ñOh, Thompson 

is all for show, look at him in his Levis,ò and arrgh, arrgh, arrgh. ñHeôs got 

this dog heôs dragging around the state of Illinois.ò But thatôs as far as it went. 

He was frustrated. He didnôt want to be running for governor. He did not want 

to run. He did not want to be governor. He didnôt want to do the campaign. He 

was a perfectly popular secretary of state; he could have run and won that 

office without leaving his office. 

DePue: Did your campaign in the later days have to resort to what weôd call negative 

campaigning today? 

Thompson: Never. Iôve never run a negative campaign, even against Stevenson, who 

would offend me greatly from time to time. The most negative commercial we 

ever ran about Adlai Stevenson was to say that as a United States senator, in 

all the time he served, he introduced only two bills, one of which was to aid 




